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Recognising the embodied ground of thinking

The dominating consumerist and capitalist genealogies have inflated the 
thing-orientation1 to cancerous proportions (Deleuze and Guattari 2005, 
163; Marder 2021, 63; Sauka 2020a), and have been identified by environ-
mental philosophers and other humanities scholars as evidence of a human– 
environment disconnection (Petitmengin 2021) that has seeped into our val-
ues, attitudes, and practices from the way we speak to our lived materialities 
and experiences.

Claire Petitmengin expresses it thusly:

The drama that we live as a human born in our Western civilization is 
that we are most of the time cut off from the felt dimension, the living 
heart of our experience. It would be more accurate to say that we cut 
ourselves off from it, by a process of rigidification that it is possible to 
recognize and describe. From moment to moment, we spend consider-
able energy trying to identify fixed forms in the fluidity of the world, 
objects of which we can say “this,” because it is only upon this condition 
that we can think of ourselves as individuals and say “I.”

(Petitmengin 2021, 175–176)

In this quote, Petitmengin acknowledges the interconnected problems of 
self-identification via the dichotomisation of subject/object, human/nature, 
etc., and the materialities that become from the ways in which we self-identify 
and, thus, also the ways in which we experience ourselves and our lifeworlds.

While it might seem like a trivial truth, how we approach, experience, and 
live our lifeworlds undeniably impacts our lived materialities. For example, in 
my home country Latvia the official public communication by the “Latvian 
State Forest” and “Riga Forests LLC” sometimes likens the forest to a bed 
of carrots. For example, a representative from Ltd “Riga Forest” has stated: 
“Forest management can be compared to agriculture, but there nobody cries 
about a carrot that is pulled out of its bed, yet we have to justify the cut-
ting of the trees” (Kondrāts 2017). It presumes that the forest needs to be 
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harvested, replanted, and managed for it to thrive, in the same way that we 
approach a carrot bed in a garden. While one can argue that this approach is 
faulty (which it is), it is also a self-fulfilling prophecy that turns the forest into 
such a bed of carrots. Examples like that run across all domains of biopoli-
tics to environmental policies, from the overuse of antibiotics to pollution of 
production, waste policies, and sustainability goals. All of these interrelated 
problems are characterised by depoliticisation (Neimanis et al. 2015), atomi-
sation of the largely entangled issues, and an overall underrepresentation of 
more-than-human and environmental impact on human problems. In a more 
global sense, the dichotomy of wilderness/civilisation,2 for example, endeav-
ours a factual alienation between these domains, where the city becomes the 
only imaginable natural environment for a human being.

As a result, if intuitively one might feel wrong about describing a forest as 
a bed of carrots, or distinguishing wilderness from civilisation, what are we 
really left with, if not a plantation of carrot-like trees and an “untouchable” 
wilderness on the borders of a polluted city? The answer seems to lie within 
this fragile acknowledgement of this picture as counterintuitive to many. While 
everything, from pollution to the sixth extinction, and everyone from sociolo-
gists to biologists points toward Western societies as unrelenting consumers, 
colonisers, and killers of the environment, yet so many of us find that charac-
terisation hard to digest, have an innate sense of nature as our home, and think 
of nature as something crucially connected to what and how we are. Precisely, 
this embodied intuition of there being something “more” to ourselves and our 
relations with nature than the predominant narrative tells us seems to point 
toward alternative stories, through which we are told and have lived, without 
even sometimes realising it. It seems that this “intuition” or gut feeling of 
connectedness and more variations of different relationalities to nature might 
be the crux that provides answers that might inform thinking and research 
practices.

Hence, in environmental philosophy, when seeking ethical knowing for 
the future, it is crucial to seek out that which is “already there” (Sauka 
2023, 2024) – that is the alternative ways of relating to each other and 
the more-than-human earth that are already within our potentialities and 
quite possibly – also within our everyday experience, if perhaps concealed 
by the dominating lifeworlds of today’s urban societies in which many of 
us live. The stories or myths that we have told about ourselves in the past 
are one such potent source of knowing, when addressed in the modality of 
“how” rather than “what” (Petitmengin 2021; Yunkaporta 2020; Rasmus-
sen 2021), that is – in the context of how they potentially engage us with the 
world around us, rather than in the context of “what” these stories convey 
(in the modern sense of facts).

In my work, when I address mythologies as potential sources for environ-
mental knowing, I  adhere to the methodology of critical genealogy (Fou-
cault 1977; Koopman 2013). Rather than seeking the “objective” history, 
genealogical thinking turns to the “history of the present” (Sauka 2020b) and 
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acknowledges the manifoldness and open-ended character of the stories from 
which we come and through which we are told.

When doing environmental philosophy this way, however, it is important to 
acknowledge that such a change in focus from “what” to “how” entails a recon-
nection of philosophy and research practices in a broader sense to the realm 
of first-person embodied and embedded experience. This is also supported 
by the recent upsurge of first-person approaches, such as Embodied Critical 
Thinking, microphenomenology (Petitmengin 2017, 2021), and ecophenom-
enology (Abram 1997, 2011). These further illuminate the significance of 
recognising and revitalising human–environment relations on an experiential 
level of the “felt sense” (Gendlin 1966) for endeavouring a renewed proximity 
with nature.3 That also includes the nature within oneself based on that, which 
is “already there,” within the grasp of our embodied experience.

Thus, I am faced with two interconnected ways of knowing – a genealogical 
approach that relies on altering the stories that have been told “about us” by 
reaching to the ones we are told by, and a phenomenological approach that 
adheres to the experiential knowing, revitalisation, and recognition of human–
nature relationality in the here and now. I continue struggling to grapple with 
both of these aspects separately, and in connection, with my other work (Sauka 
2022a, 2022b). Yet, faced with the experiential, embodied aspect of thought 
as such a significant part of doing environmental philosophy, especially in the 
works of philosophers such as David Abram, Arne Naess, I  could not help 
but wonder about the presence of a phenomenological facet in all aspects of 
research, in as far as research is always also connected to the scientist and their 
lifeworld (Petitmengin 2021). How do we make this presence seen?

To actualise the leap in thinking, it seems significant to make my connec-
tion with the lifeworld and felt sense explicit to both myself and the world, 
to emancipate research practice and language from “abouting” to “thinking 
from within” in a way that is also communicable between disciplines and schol-
ars. Thus, in this chapter, I approach the role of Embodied Critical Thinking 
(ECT) in environmental humanities research. ECT as an experimental expe-
riential approach4 that taps into the body via felt senses (Schoeller 2020) for 
doing research is a viable approach to draw to the fore the aspects of our expe-
rience that reflect embodied embeddedness and exist in a modality that goes 
beyond dichotomic thinking. Even more, via the felt sensing of the body as 
processual (Gendlin 2017), environmental embeddedness, and embodiment 
are at the core of ECT and Thinking at the Edge (TAE) research (Gendlin 
2004).

In this context, ECT scholars highlight the link between experiencing 
embodiment and environment and the role of embodied experiences in the 
way we constitute and conceptualise nature (Schroeder 2008; Jóhannesdóttir 
and Thorgeirsdottir 2016; Petitmengin 2021) and argue for the transforma-
tive potential of ECT (Schoeller and Thorgeirsdottir 2019; Krycka 2006) 
that could allow us to reach into ourselves to find alternative, already pre-
sent, experienced environmental embeddedness to more profoundly sense and 
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understand ontologies we live by as a precondition for transformative action 
(Gendlin 1997, 2017; Petitmengin 2021).5

Thus, this chapter makes the tentative claim that, while a lot, if not most 
of environmental humanities research already rests on a kind of “felt sense”6 
that comes from the very fibres of being or, so to say, “from the guts” of 
the researcher,7 the application of ECT practices could be emancipating to 
make this kind of embodied, enactive, and embedded thinking more explicit. 
Enhancing the visibility of the embodied phenomenological facet of research 
would come with several benefits, including the possibility to decide to con-
sciously include “felt sense” in the framework of research as well as the oppor-
tunity to self-reflect on the embodied and experiential aspects of thinking.

Moreover, it is also important to take into account that, if the dominating 
narratives are intrusive and stifling for the way we experience and constitute 
ourselves as individuals in a world that is seen as disconnected from us, they also 
stifle our knowledge communication with each other. This means that we might 
lack words to express the embodied intuitions, and we might thus find it chal-
lenging to go beyond a dualist thinking about subject–object division that phe-
nomenologists of the body as well as feminist philosophers have criticised and 
elaborated upon by demonstrating how the subject and object are intertwined.8

Hence, the purpose of this chapter is to show how ECT can serve as a 
vital tool for recognising, revitalising, and reflecting embodied, enactive, and 
embedded thinking that comes from a felt sense, including, in research prac-
tices beyond ecophenomenology. In particular, the chapter traces the applica-
tion of Eugene Gendlin’s move of instancing from his methodology of TAE 
to showcase the use of embodied knowing and felt sense in the context of 
environmental philosophy as well as its teaching, learning, and research. Thus, 
in a move from a “what” this theory is about to a “how” to enact it on a 
methodological level, this chapter takes me on an open-ended journey – a 
thinking process that in itself might prove useful for gaining some insight into 
environmental reconnection.

Reaching beyond with Embodied Critical Thinking

What does doing Embodied Critical Thinking in research look like, and what 
types of insights can it provide? Eugene Gendlin states:

Every topic and situation is more intricate than the existing concepts. 
Every living organism is a bodily interaction with an intricate situation 
and with the universe. When a human being who is experienced in some 
field senses something, there is always something. It could turn out to be 
quite different than it seemed at first, but it cannot be nothing.

(Gendlin 2004, 2)

Going out from the assumption of a deeper intricacy within the convention-
ally formulated concepts, TAE steps (Gendlin and Hendricks 2004) that are 
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adopted by the ECT approach (Schoeller 2023), thus, provide one possible 
method of reaching beyond the concepts that are usually adopted by research-
ers and binding one’s research question or project to the felt sense within it. 
Taking these steps means taking into account the felt sense, as well as develop-
ing one’s thought from and with these intuitions – a way of “carrying forward” 
(as per Gendlin 2017, see also Walkerden 2023). This way, one can express the 
intricate meaning that is often included within the concepts, yet, are inexplica-
ble within the usual abstractions.

In the following, I will demonstrate the approach of ECT via TAE steps, 
to facilitate the use of embodied knowing and felt sensing in teaching and 
research in environmental philosophy and to showcase the application of these 
methods for bringing forth the implied experiential processuality and entan-
glement of materialities.

TAE steps can be taken alone, but more often than not it is helpful to 
have a partner, who follows closely one’s progress in thinking, sometimes 
offering clarifying questions, and taking notes on what is said and felt. In this 
case, I met with a TAE partner/listener, who invited me to attend to my felt 
sense of doing research in environmental philosophy. In this exercise, we fol-
lowed some of the TAE steps (Gendlin and Hendricks 2004) that included 
(1) forming a crux sentence that “comes up” from the problem/project at 
hand, (2) exploring the felt sense of the sentence, (3) rewriting the sentence 
based on the felt sense, (4) choosing the key concept of this sentence, (5) 
finding other ways to express the felt sense of this key concept, (6) defining 
all three key concepts. These adhere to Steps 1–5, “Speaking from the felt 
sense” (Gendlin and Hendricks 2004, 12–14). After this, we moved on to 
Steps 6–8, “Finding patterns from facets (instances)” (Gendlin and Hen-
dricks 2004, 15–16). These steps include (1) instancing – anchoring the felt 
sense and crux sentences in experienced events – and (2) crossing – seeing 
what aspects stand out of the instances if they are looked upon together (Sch-
oeller 2023, 304–306). As expressed in the TAE steps document, these steps 
help to “articulate an implicit knowing and make it communicable” (Gendlin 
and Hendricks 2004, 17).

TAE example – how to “carry forward”?

Key sentence, replacing words (steps 1–5)

My problem in research has often been connected to the complexity of express-
ing the intricacy, processuality, materiality, and embeddedness of nature cul-
tures in the context of a dualist and often thing-oriented use of language that 
seems to permeate the dominating genealogies, that is calculative and objec-
tifying thinking patterns, attitudes, and language use. These often complicate 
the explanations of new materialist and posthumanist thinking, which then, in 
turn, seem lacking in the sense of pointing toward a different kind of thinking 
that does not offer a methodology for its achievement.
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Although alternatives and instances of feeling and experiencing the world 
processually and in an embedded and embodied way are present both in the 
alternative genealogies that co-constitute us, as well as in everyday experience, 
these often get drowned out by the dominating strains and are harder to grasp, 
especially, in a coherent research context.

With this in mind, I formulated my first crux sentence:

Surpassing contradictions to expose the obvious that is concealed.

My partner asked: How is your felt sense of this? I then went on exploring the 
felt sense of the sentence. What does it entail for my research? How does it 
make me feel?

There is a sense of urgency. Heaviness of hard work. Agitation. Need to do 
this whatever this is. Being worn down by this need. It would be easier to live 
without this need. If I could unsee the necessity to reveal the obviousness it 
would be easier not to have to write. Agitation until the work is done. It is 
a lot to put in every time.

Sadness. It is not obvious although it is. We could live but we cannot. We 
have to write.

My partner then asked: Is this the predicament of environmental philosophy?

The basic thought is so simple. Confusion that I  need so many words to 
explain something so simple. There is a contradiction between the simplicity 
of thought and the many words.

It became obvious that the felt sense behind the key sentence referred to 
research in environmental philosophy in a general sense – as a calling, as well 
as a burden at times, and touched upon the feeling of sadness that simple, 
and – at least to me – seemingly obvious thoughts often need endless theory 
writing, convincing and neologisms to express them. Moreover, and what is 
even more alarming, these struggles to express seemingly simple thoughts and 
the “felt sense” of human embeddedness in the world coherently often also 
lead to theoretical conflicts even between like-minded scholars.

My partner then inquired: What is the thought?

Yes, what is the simple thought within everything?

Me: The most simple thought: We are the world. No difference between spirit 
and body. Meaning is inherent in the world.

In this context, I dipped into the felt sense (Gendlin 1995), to see whether 
I could reformulate the key sentence: “Expressing inherent sensefulness coher-
ently.” From here, I chose the word “sensefulness” as the main concept and 
thought of possible replacements for this word. Seeking replacements for your 



Embodied critical thinking and environmental embeddedness 181

favourite concepts can be significant since one is often “led” by the concepts 
that one uses most often, and these concepts conveniently function as place-
holders that misleadingly seem to be self-explanatory. This can lead to dis-
connected theories that blindly accept that certain concepts mean something, 
while, upon their use, each researcher might have a richer meaning behind 
the use of these placeholder concepts, which would also deserve to be “felt 
within” more closely, as they could add to the theory more than the use of 
convenient abstractions.

When looking for a replacement, one does not need to think of a synonym 
in the dictionary sense of “replacement,” but rather to allow a felt sense to 
emerge. This way, it is possible to open up a concept and ask oneself – what 
do I mean when I use this concept? To delve into that, there is a TAE step of 
finding replacements for the word last used, that is the term sensefulness. The 
replacements that came out of further exploring of the felt sense were:

1. Vibrancy of life
2. Relatedness.

After finding the “replacements,” I went on to find definitions that would suit 
them, to gain further insight into what I mean when I use these words which 
I have grown so accustomed to that I often forget to question them.

Definitions of three terms:

Sensefulness: Things and processes have meaning within them.
Vibrancy of life: The animacy of everything that is.
Relatedness: Direct relation and inbetweenness of actors.

This initial framework of TAE Steps 1–5 then allowed us to move further with 
the move of instancing, to see whether any relevant instances come from the 
felt sense of the theme, from which the key sentence and the accompanying 
keywords emerged. The first instance that came to my mind was connected to 
the way thinking and language influence our practices and materialities:

Production of trash via production of consumer things. I  am constantly 
aware of buying cheap, unsustainable toys and clothing for my children. 
There is a double contradiction, I feel. First, the things themselves are an 
ontological contradiction – I need them but do not need them, and will soon 
discard them, since they are trash – a “should not have been” to begin with. 
Second, the children are so very nature-loving, embodied, and embedded 
beings of wonder who then need and use so much “stuff” from the produc-
tion line of trash. An impossible conundrum. Sadness and heaviness when 
I think of this illogical situation of being a consumer. Cannot relate to the 
environment. To stay within society I have to buy things. We could make 
them more environmentally friendly with better quality. People cannot 
think of the sensefulness of the world; they would need to think differently. 
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This puts us in an impossible situation of no choice or a potential choice that 
is not made, like making quality products. Sustainable products.

Here, being “caught by language” transferred also to being “caught by the sys-
tem” that, similarly to my initial problem, points toward a systemic problem, a 
necessity for a change on a larger scale. Firstly, similarly to how a researcher is 
compelled to explain anything that is beyond the conventional abstractions in 
a lengthy way, a person wishing to live sustainably might struggle due to the 
systemic hindrances at play. Secondly, this instance also refers to the concept of 
“sensefulness” as a potential turning point, as a marker of a necessary change 
in ontological assumptions.

I then moved on to the next instance that came to mind with regard to the 
key sentence:

Often philosophy students are so eager to run away from embodiment and 
embeddedness. It is so hard to demonstrate the need to embed our think-
ing and think environmentally. On the contrary, they tend to revel in the 
justifications of human ingenuity. Their heads are in the clouds of words. 
I remember this one instance in an exam. The student answered a question 
about “essence” and a quote on the difference between “self-moving” things 
and things that are moved from the outside – and the student chose grass 
and humans as the apparent opposites here. So many questions in me – why 
would you choose grass as a thing that is moved from the outside? Why was 
it so important to juxtapose yourself to another living being rather than 
a phone or a house, for example? In other words, why did nature fall vic-
tim to self-identification? Why does nature fall victim in so many cases of 
similar human exceptionalism that was reflected in the student’s answer? 
How is grass moved from the outside, you might ask. Well – it’s easy, they 
answered – the grass has a metabolism. Well, don’t we all. . . . The student 
did not have my questions, of course. Just living through the exam might be 
a feat comparable to how grass grows through the driest periods in the sum-
mer and still manages to somehow save some green. Yet it made me think of 
countless other times when I encountered a position – any position as always 
standing for or against something else. A is not not-A, always, and we iden-
tify ourselves as not being anything else – is it not curious? How to relate to 
the earth, if relation is dangerous to identification? How to accommodate 
that topic in teaching environmental philosophy or philosophy?

Here I saw two interrelated problems coming up. Firstly, this instance is tied 
to the first one, in the context of the complexity of changing mindsets on a 
larger scale and changing the discourses that rule over society not only in a 
language-related context but as materially embedded systems of living. Sec-
ondly, alienated and argumentative thinking often bypass similarities, as it val-
ues differentiating, branching, and distinguishing. Synthesising theories and 
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approaches becomes possible when concepts are stripped of their seeming 
conflictuality and juxtaposition that is often only present because of a discon-
nection brought by the use of words that do not align with the felt sense. We 
are even pressured to define in the introductory parts of essays or dissertations, 
the precise ways in which this exact piece of philosophical research is distinct 
from others and represents a certain niche (the “what”), though, we are never 
asked to inquire how these particular concepts relate me to the world? And that 
could be important, since asking – what are the contents beyond the concept 
that I use, and how the concept relates me to the world, might often bring 
about surprising connections with other concepts that are used for the same 
reasons, while being of different or even opposite meanings. Some research-
ers might use “transcendence” for the same reasons as others use the concept 
“immanence,” while for others “materiality” relates to meanings in the same 
way as “spirituality” for others. Probing and inquiring this “how,” whilst not 
simple, might inspire you to engage with this complexity of expressions and 
relationalities.

Both instances also brought to light the problem of hopelessness in the face 
of large, systemic hurdles for both research and experiencing environmental 
embeddedness. Thus, I formed a new key sentence:

Teaching and learning mindful embeddedness without losing hope.

This sentence served as an initial crossing of the sentences – that exposed one 
of the biggest challenges in environmental philosophy – the necessity to seek 
affirmative approaches and to both acknowledge but also not subject oneself 
to hopelessness. As expressed earlier, I use the TAE term crossing for a process 
of noticing the points of connection (or disconnection) that happen when 
both instances enter my thinking at once. This is not a comparison or con-
trast in the conventional sense, but rather a tentative probing around the felt 
sense – what comes up, if we think of these sentences together?

I then went on to cross these instances once more and added another 
thought to the mix. Namely, the keywords “without losing hope.”

When they understand. Sometimes eager not to know.
Example: Lose hope means apathy. How to inspire without extinguish-

ing hope?

Then, a crossing instance came up for not losing hope:

Mushroom event. People growing mushrooms. Artist coloring fabrics with plants. 
Small hands-on practices that give hope. Something you can do with your 
hands. Something small people can do so we sense relatedness with earth.

Partner: Is there something more?
This is related to creative expression.



184 Anne Sauka

In this instance, I  focused on a recent event, when I gave a speech before 
the screening of the film “Fantastic Fungi” in a small town cinema in Latvia. 
This event was organised by a couple who have started a mushroom business, 
providing people with the possibility to grow oyster mushrooms and lion’s 
manes at home in specially prepared boxes. This instance not only logically 
leads me to affirmative environmental ethics as something that starts from 
small, creative practices and actions but also reminds us of the potential of the 
use of creative expression and hands-on exercises in teaching environmental 
philosophy. These exercises might be directed at direct experience of life’s pro-
cessuality and connection to nature, etc. These could then help in arriving at 
alternative genealogies of processuality within our bodies, beyond an either/
or – or even transforming contradictions into a synthesis of meaning, allowing 
us to think outside of the restraints of pre-given abstractions by looking within 
what is “already there.”

Finally, thus, I arrived at the idea of activism and hands-on practices as vehi-
cles for shifting ontologies in an environmental context. The steps of TAE, 
hence, brought to the fore a previously unthought-of aspect of environmental 
education. While I knew and had engaged in hands-on practices and exercises, 
I often regarded them as too minor to be of any “real” impact, yet, the process 
of instancing and crossing allowed me to arrive not only at their significance but 
also to a reevaluation of their potential. Finding hope in the “minor” has long 
been mirrored by the systemic injustice and unsustainability of the “major,” yet, 
within these instances, I finally saw their mirror-connectedness as a potentially 
productive and hopeful combination, rather than a desperate cry for help.

On a meta-level, the TAE steps are themselves such a hands-on exercise, 
which I  embarked upon when exploring my own embodied embeddedness 
within the thought processes that led me to continue the challenging journey 
of environmental philosophy again and again.

Conclusory remarks: embarking on a journey within

While there is a certain awkwardness, a sort of discomfort about including the 
“felt sensing” of a researcher into their research as a meta-approach or a useful 
facet of doing research – whether it be qualitative or quantitative methods that 
one uses – this awkwardness seems to come from the straightforwardness that 
the application of this methodology requires. In a sense, it asks the researcher 
to “get naked”9 in front of their own research, or to “look into the eyes” of 
their own fascination or research interest – why do I do what I do, and how 
does my felt sense inform me on my way?10

When writing this chapter, I went through the feeling of this awkward-
ness too. Why do I  recite this process of thinking, if I  could just say that 
“hands-on practices inform and add to experiential changes in environmental 
thinking” or something of the sort, rather than going through the motions 
of how I came to that thought? What does the process add to the discourse, 
if anything?
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The emphasis on the “what” in research accounts for part of this awkward-
ness. More often than not, research is geared toward the product rather than 
the process of inquiry. While methodology, of course, is very important in 
most sciences, and new “technologies for hunting knowledge” are appreci-
ated, science does not accommodate processes of gathering bits of insights 
as insightful in themselves, so long as they do not open a door to a potential 
new insight to gain or a new, more effective process for gaining that insight. 
This “product of knowledge” might be elusive or nonexistent, but still, it 
remains the main goal of the process. The process exists for the sake of the 
product. Thinking for the sake of itself “seems” to not affect the world, if only 
on students whose brains we might “train.” Thus, the felt sense that drives 
the research is most often left aside. This situation cannot but remind one 
of how capitalism is based on (mostly women’s) unpaid labour in the house, 
which has been made invisible by not acknowledging it, which brings about 
a certain awkwardness when addressed. Yet precisely this unnoticed process 
and the conscious reflection upon it might allow (1) recognising intuitions 
and felt senses as a necessary part of every research process and (2) thus add-
ing the dimension of the “felt sense” critically and consciously to research 
practice.

Moreover, the awkwardness that is first felt by asking oneself the question, 
“Why am I adding this intuition to my research and what does it add to it?” 
itself deserves recognition and asks for an active researcher’s participation. Pre-
cisely, this awkwardness that makes us ask the question “Why exactly this?” can 
mark a difference between feeling and embodied knowing. How to take gut 
feeling to gut knowing, that is how to approach and connect to a place of felt 
sensing, without mistaking this for some other kind of passing feeling? That is 
precisely the work in which ECT and the TAE methodology can be of assis-
tance since they include both carefully, and critically assessing one’s intuitions 
as well as creatively employing them for building ethically minded, livable, and 
even enjoyable futurities. A similar role to how research ethics also function as 
a meta-monitoring tool for research.

Personal and research-oriented felt sensing can often be interconnected, 
and, if “carried forward” (Walkerden 2023) can lead to a coherent and often 
innovative theory. Moreover, felt sensing can help (re) connect several seem-
ingly unconnected aspects of research or other types of exploratory practices. 
For example, in the above example, I managed to cross the idea of explicating 
thought with hands-on exercises and activist practices that had not occurred 
to me as linked in a strong sense before. Reconnection to the felt sense, and 
thus also to embedded embodiment, is a useful approach in any endeavour, 
yet, it can be crucial, especially in environmentally-oriented research.

While ECT stresses the significance of first-person experience and the pos-
sibility of finding answers within oneself, it does not presume each personal 
instance as a universal truth but rather invites one to employ one’s felt sense 
for further inquiry. Moreover, ECT not only stresses the embeddedness and 
embodiment but works through it.
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ECT in research, thus:

1) allows “reclaiming of nature” (Jóhannesdóttir and Thorgeirsdottir 2016) 
as a significantly nature cultured space, from (rather than “about”) which to 
speak, being an essential tool for environmental inquiry in phenomenology,

2) but, can also be seen as a valuable meta-tool for any researcher for feeling, 
sensing, but also reflecting on their biases and gut intuitions, from which 
further research is often born.

In these ways, I see ECT as a promising emancipating approach both in scien-
tific inquiry processes in the context of environmental humanities and beyond 
and in co-constituting lived materialities for the future. Thus, the approach 
of ECT is emancipating for doing environmental research or getting a closer 
glimpse of personal biases, inspirations, and intuitions on an experiential level. 
Yet, it can also be emancipating for communities in a broader sense if adopted 
as a thinking practice for getting in touch with nature, ourselves, and each 
other, and envisioning new practices that facilitate human-nature closeness in 
design, experience, and ways of life.
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Notes

 1 Erich Fromm describes this as the having orientation and discerns it as different 
from an existential having. Fromm (1976, 85). Further – Sauka (2020b).

 2 Criticized by Guha (2013); further discussion Sauka (2023, 89–90).
 3 While the term “nature” here could be contested (Thorgeirsdottir 2024), the ethi-

cal call adheres to realizing the sensefulness of the earth/materiality itself and urges 
reiterating immanent cosmologies.

 4 As well as Eugene Gendlin’s philosophy with Thinking at the Edge (Gendlin 2004) 
focusing-based practices that form the conceptual and practical backbone of ECT 
(Schoeller 2023)

 5 This approach is also in line with a broader spectrum of research from a first-person 
and/or phenomenological standpoint that brings to the fore experiential embed-
dedness and implies a phenomenological approach as a necessary aspect for doing 
research with other methods of inquiry. Some of these reflect on different aspects 
of embodiment, such as the growing interest in breathing (Škof and Berndtson 
2018), listening (Bjelica 2022; Lipari 2014) and eating (Mol 2021; Pelluchon 
2019) as possible starting points for phenomenological inquiry, included might 
also be feminist philosophical accounts (Ettinger 2005; Oksala 2016, 2021; Cixous 
1976; Irigaray 1985, etc.).

 6 A great example of research that is driven by a felt sense, are the ethnographic mov-
ies by Heland and Ernston (2016, 2018) that portray the conflicting understandings 
of “nature preservation” through conservation practices involving “local plants” and 
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the efforts to clear the areas of “alien” plants in Postapartheid South Africa and are 
also great examples of research that comes from a “felt sense” of the researcher. In 
these movies, the act of clearing and purifying “nature” is demonstrated as a decolo-
nizing action. However, decolonization here employs both ideological and practi-
cal tools associated with colonization, thereby revealing a reversal of discourse that 
seeks to address what is broken by using the same tools (Lorde 1984), rooted in the 
perceptual imaginary of the human being as separate from nature. The authors use 
visceral video language to convey the nuanced problematics of the matter, while also 
delivering the results of detailed research. This example allows a fresh, felt sensibility 
from an experiential grounding that allows problematizing seeming juxtapositions 
in a more nuanced way, not as a clash of societies or a debate between local and 
global, but through the attuned, embodied sensibility to power, violence, entangle-
ment, and processuality that crosses borders without erasing distinctions.

 7 Thus, Montaigne, Spinoza, Nietzsche, William James, Alfred North Whitehead, 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Hedwig Conrad-Martius, Gilles Deleuze, etc., etc., and 
many others – notably, most environmental philosophers form different ways of 
opposition to the so-called Global Northern outlook that seemingly dominates 
public discourse and societal ideas. Moreover, new trends in philosophy, both in 
phenomenological (Waldenfels 2000, 2003; Böhme 2019), new materialist and 
posthumanist contexts (Radomska 2016; Neimanis 2017, 2018; Alaimo 2010; 
Braidotti 2013; Radomska 2016) as well as in cognitive science (Varela and Thom-
son 1991; Noë 2009) and philosophy of biology (Meincke 2018; Nicholson and 
Dupré 2018) have furthermore highlighted processuality, porousness and transcor-
poreality of the body.

 8 Which I, in the last instance usually describe as a “human exceptionalist substance 
ontology, where thingness dominates processuality”, characterized, among others, 
by a strict A is not notA logic that stands in the way of a more inclusive approach 
of conjunction.

 9 Gendlin refers to the concept of “naked saying” and to the discomfort felt by 
“uncovering” the meaning of the felt sense in research: “Therefore when someone 
asks us: “what does this poem mean?” we answer: “The poem itself says what it 
means.” In this answer about poetry, we know what we are saying although we can-
not substitute patterns for it. But, in philosophy and theory, we think we must be 
prepared to do so. If someone asks “What do you mean?” we feel a need to answer 
with clear categories and known meanings. We defend what we said by claiming 
that we “really” meant those clear categories. If we cannot say we meant them, if 
they don’t cover what we said, then we are uncovered – naked in what we said. 
Naked saying makes us uncomfortable. This philosophical discomfort is bodily, a 
physical sensation, isn’t it? Yes, our bodies are capable of philosophical discomfort. 
But the word “bodily” changes in saying this.” (Gendlin 1991)

 10 “Reading insights through one another diffractively is about experimenting with 
different patterns of relationality, opening things up, turning them over and over 
again, to see how the patterns shift. This is not about solving paradoxes or synthe-
sizing different points of view from the outside, as it were, but rather about the 
material intra-implication of putting “oneself” at risk, troubling “oneself,” one’s 
ideas, one’s dreams, all the different ways of touching and being in touch, and sens-
ing the differences and entanglements from within” (Barad 2012, 77).

References
Abram, David. 1997. The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a 

More-than-Human World. New York: Vintage Books Editions.
Abram, David. 2011. Becoming Animal: An Earthly Cosmology. New York: First Vin-

tage Books Edition.



188 Anne Sauka

Alaimo, Stacy. 2010. Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Barad, Karen. 2012. “Intra-Actions.” Interview by Adam Kleinman. Mousse Magazine, 
76–81.

Bjelica, Maja. 2022. “The Ethics of Deep Listening: A  Practice for Environmen-
tal Awareness.” The Polish Journal of Aesthetics 64, no. 1: 37–56. https://doi.
org/10.19205/64.22.2

Böhme, Gernot. 2019. Leib. Die Natur, die wir selbst sind. Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag.
Braidotti, Rosi. 2013. The Posthuman. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Cixous, Hélène. 1976. “The Laugh of the Medusa.” Journal of Women in Culture and 

Society 1, no. 4: 875–93.
Deleuze, Gilles, and Felix Guattari. 2005. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizo-

phrenia. Translated by Brian Massumi. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Ettinger, Bracha. 2005. The Matrixial Borderspace. Minneapolis: University of Min-

nesota Press.
Foucault, Michel. 1977. “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History.” In Language, Counter- 

Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, edited by D. F. Bouchard, 139–64. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Fromm, Erich. 1976. To Have or to Be? New York: Harper and Row.
Gendlin, Eugene. 1966. “The Discovery of Felt Meaning.” In Language and Meaning. 

Papers from the ASCD Conference, The Curriculum Research Institute (Nov. 21–24, 
1964 & March 20–23, 1965), edited by J. B. McDonald and R. R. Leeper, 45–62. 
Washington, DC: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

Gendlin, Eugene. 1991. “Thinking Beyond Patterns: Body, Language and Situa-
tions.” In The Presence of Feeling in Thought, edited by B. den Ouden and M. Moen, 
25–151. New York: Peter Lang.

Gendlin, Eugene. 1995. “Crossing and Dipping: Some Terms for Approaching the 
Interface Between Natural Understanding and Logical Formulation.” Mind and 
Machines 5: 547–60.

Gendlin, Eugene. 1997. Experiencing and the Creation of Meaning: A Philosophical and 
Psychological Approach to the Subjective. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Gendlin, Eugene. 2004. “Introduction to ‘Thinking at the Edge’.” The Folio 19, no. 
1: 1–8.

Gendlin, Eugene. 2017. A Process Model. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.
Gendlin, Eugene T., and Mary Hendricks. 2004. “Thinking at the Edge (TAE) Steps.” 

Folio 19, no. 1: 12–24.
Guha, Ramachandra. 2013. “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness 

Preservation: A Third World Critique.” In The Future of Nature. Documents of Global 
Change, edited by Libby Robin, Sverker Sörlin, and Paul Warde. New Haven: Yale 
University Press.

Heland, Jacob von, and Henrik Ernstson. 2016. “Killing Aliens Everyday: Otherness 
as Constitutive of an Organized Inside, A Film-based Experiment.” Film, 15 min. 
In Stories of the Anthropocene Festival (SAL). Stockholm: KTH Royal Institute of 
Technology, October 26–29, 2016. https://vimeo.com/205205133/e6a912a046

Heland, Jacob von, and Henrik Ernstson. 2018. One Table Two Elephants, 84 min-
utes, cinematic ethnography, Color, HD, Dolby 5:1. World Premiere in Competi-
tion at CPH:DOX 2018, March 20. Published by The Situated Ecologies Platform 
(CC-BY-NC). bit.ly/1T2Ethefilm

Irigaray, Luce. 1985. “The Power of Discourse and the Subordination of the Feminine.” 
In This Sex Which Is Not One, translated by Catherine Porter, 68–85. New York: 
Cornell University Press.

Jóhannesdóttir, Guðbjörg, and Sigridur Thorgeirsdottir. 2016. “Reclaiming Nature by 
Reclaiming the Body.” Balkan Journal of Philosophy 7, no. 1: 39–48.

https://doi.org/10.19205/64.22.2
https://doi.org/10.19205/64.22.2
https://vimeo.com/205205133/e6a912a046


Embodied critical thinking and environmental embeddedness 189

Kondrāts, Ģirts. 2017. “Mežs nav burkānu lauks – saimniekojot atbildīgi, ražas pietiks 
arī nākamajām paaudzēm” [The Forest is Not a Field of Carrots – By Managing 
Responsibly Harvest Will Be Plentiful Also for the Next Generations]. Rīgas Apriņķa 
portāls. Accessed April 30, 2023. http://m.aprinkis.lv/sabiedriba/dzive-un-ticiba/
item/37950-mezs-nav-burkanu-lauks-%E2%80%93-saimniekojot-atbildigi-ra
zas-pietiks-ari-nakamajam-paaudzem

Koopman, Colin. 2013. Genealogy as Critique: Foucault and the Problems of Modernity. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Krycka, Kevin. 2006. “Thinking at the Edge: Where Theory and Practice Meet to Cre-
ate Fresh Understandings.” Indo-Pacific Journal of Phenomenology 6, no. 1: 1–10. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/20797222.2006.11433935

Lipari, Lisbeth. 2014. Listening, Thinking, Being: Towards an Ethics of Attunement. 
University Park: Pennsylvania University Press.

Lorde, Audre. 2007/1984. “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s 
House.” In Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches, 110–14. Berkeley: Crossing Press, 
1984 Reprint.

Marder, Michael. 2021. Dump Philosophy: A Phenomenology of Devastation. London: 
Bloomsbury.

Meincke, Anne. 2018. “Persons as Biological Processes: A Bio-Processual Way Out of 
the Personal Identity Dilemma.” In Everything Flows: Towards a Processual Philosophy 
of Biology, edited by Daniel Nicholson and John Dupré, 357–78. New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Mol, Annemarie. 2021. Eating in Theory. London: Duke University Press.
Neimanis, Astrida. 2017. Bodies of Water. London: Bloomsbury.
Neimanis, Astrida. 2018. “Posthuman Phenomenologies for Planetary Bodies of 

Water.” In A Feminist Companion to the Posthumanities, edited by Cecilia Åsberg 
and Rosi Braidotti, 55–66. Cham: Springer.

Neimanis, Astrida, Cecilia Åsberg, and Johan Hedrén. 2015. “Four Problems, Four 
Directions for Environmental Humanities: Toward Critical Posthumanities for the 
Anthropocene.” Ethics and the Environment 20, no. 1: 67–97.

Nicholson, Daniel, and John Dupré, eds. 2018. Everything Flows: Towards a Processual 
Philosophy of Biology. New York: Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
oso/9780198779636.001.0001

Noë, Alva. 2009. Out of Our Heads: Why You Are Not Your Brain and Other Lessons 
From the Biology of Consciousness. New York: Hill and Wang.

Oksala, Johanna. 2004. “What is Feminist Phenomenology? Thinking Birth Philo-
sophically.” Radical Philosophy 124. Accessed October 11, 2021. www.radicalphi-
losophy.com/article/what-is-feminist-phenomenology

Oksala, Johanna. 2016. Feminist Experiences: Foucauldian and Phenomenological Inves-
tigations. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, Kindle Edition.

Pelluchon, Corine. 2019. Nourishment: A  Philosophy of the Political Body. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic.

Petitmengin, Claire. 2017. “The Scientist’s Body at the Source of Meaning.” In Think-
ing, Thinking: Practicing Radical Reflection, edited by D. Schoeller and V. Saller, 
28–49. Verlag Karl Alber.

Petitmengin, Claire. 2021. “Anchoring in Lived Experience as an Act of Resistance.” 
Constructivist Foundations 16, no. 2: 172–81.

Radomska, Marietta. 2016. Uncontainable Life: A Biophilosophy of Bioart. Linköping: 
Linköping University Electronic Press.

Rasmussen, Rune. 2021. “Ginnrunar and Netflix Ragnarok, A Review.” Nordic Ani-
mism Youtube Channel. https://youtu.be/F5uyCBiokrw

Sauka, Anne. 2020a. “A Lack of Meaning?: Reactive Nihilism and Processual Material-
ity.” Approaching Religion 10, no. 2: 125–40. https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.91788

http://m.aprinkis.lv/sabiedriba/dzive-un-ticiba/item/37950-mezs-nav-burkanu-lauks-%E2%80%93-saimniekojot-atbildigi-razas-pietiks-ari-nakamajam-paaudzem
http://m.aprinkis.lv/sabiedriba/dzive-un-ticiba/item/37950-mezs-nav-burkanu-lauks-%E2%80%93-saimniekojot-atbildigi-razas-pietiks-ari-nakamajam-paaudzem
http://m.aprinkis.lv/sabiedriba/dzive-un-ticiba/item/37950-mezs-nav-burkanu-lauks-%E2%80%93-saimniekojot-atbildigi-razas-pietiks-ari-nakamajam-paaudzem
https://doi.org/10.1080/20797222.2006.11433935
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198779636.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198779636.001.0001
http://www.radicalphilosophy.com/article/what-is-feminist-phenomenology
http://www.radicalphilosophy.com/article/what-is-feminist-phenomenology
https://youtu.be/F5uyCBiokrw
https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.91788


190 Anne Sauka

Sauka, Anne. 2020b. “The Nature of Our Becoming: Genealogical Perspectives.” Le 
Foucaldien 6, no. 1: 1–30. http://doi.org/10.16995/lefou.71

Sauka, Anne. 2022a. “Beyond the Skin Line: Tuning into the Body-Environment. 
A Venture into the Before of Conceptualizations.” The Polish Journal of Aesthetics 
64, no. 1: 161–81. https://doi.org/10.19205/64.22.10

Sauka, Anne. 2022b. “Selfhood in Question: The Ontogenealogies of Bear Encounters.” 
Open Philosophy 5, no. 1: 532–50. https://doi.org/10.1515/opphil-2022-0211

Sauka, Anne. 2023. “Ontogenealogies of Body-Environments: Perspectives for an 
Experiential Ontological Shift.” In Women Philosophers on Economics, Technology, 
Environment and Gender History, edited by R. E. Hagengruber, 81–96. Berlin: De 
Gruyter.

Sauka, Anne. 2024. “Experiencing Elemental Embodiment: (Re) Visiting Latvian 
Folklore on Life and Nature.” In Elemental-Embodied Thinking for a New Era. 
Sophia Studies in Cross-cultural Philosophy of Traditions and Cultures vol 42, edited 
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Škof, Lenart, and Petri Berndtson, eds. 2018. Atmospheres of Breathing. Albany: State 
University of New York Press.

Thorgeirsdottir, Sigridur. 2024. “The Embodied, Experiential and Elemental Turn 
in Environmental Ethics.” In Elemental-Embodied Thinking for a New Era. Sophia 
Studies in Cross-cultural Philosophy of Traditions and Cultures, vol 42. edited by L. 
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