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Abstract 

Mindless actions in the form of environmentally degrading behaviour constantly threaten the 
sustainability of healthy ecosystems. In this paper, the intrinsic value of strengthening the bond 
between humanity and nature through high-risk nature-based sports participation is explored. 
This interpretative phenomenological analytical study considers lived experiences of 10 skilled 
South African high-risk nature-based sports participants who take calculated risks through 
precautionary measures. Participant’s activities are performed in the wilderness in isolation 
from civilisation with minimal availability of human and medical resources in case of an 
emergency, which give rise to the term ‘high-risk.’ Phenomenological traditions from 
Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty navigate a hermeneutical understanding of theirbodily-being-
towards-death. Evidence of meaningful psychological transformation towards an eco-
sensitivity by way of high-risk nature-based sports participation is analysed, through first-hand 
narratives via semi-structured interviews. The sensitizing process of the ‘self’ can be 
effectively articulated in the synchronous relationship between the Eigenwelt, Mitwelt and 
Umwelt. 
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Introduction 

Environmentally degrading human activities have collectively caused an imbalance in 
ecosystems and the depletion of the biodiversity of life (Education, 1990; Martin et al., 2016; 
Steg & Vlek, 2008). Even though humans are equipped with conscious thoughts, most of their 
decisions and actions continuously exploit and degrade natural resources (Atchia, 2002). 
Mindless actions persist in the form of environmentally degrading behaviour, which exhaust 
the earth’s life-support network (Davis, 2008; Hardin, 1968). 

Since a large section of the South African population are environmentally uneducated, they do 
not regard the impact of their environmentally degrading behaviour as threatening to healthy 
ecosystems. Environmental education is happening haphazardly in South African schools 
(Rosenberg et al., 2009). South African societies need to invest in sustainable ways of learning 
and acquiring knowledge, skills, and abilities to be more environmentally sensitive and become 
environmental responsible citizens. Fostering an environmental sensitivity leads to pro-
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environmental citizens whose mission is to support ‘a varied, beautiful, and resource rich planet 
for future generations’ (Tanner, 1980, p. 20). 

Self-awareness and attitude toward nature, play a significant role in an individual’s tendency 
to participate in ecologically deteriorating acts such as littering. A lack of self-awareness and 
irresponsible attitudes motivate acts of littering (Waghorn Lees et al., 2013). True change 
towards more sustainable pro-environmental actions is said to happen at an individual level 
involving changes in their habitual behaviour and attitudes (Gifford, 2007). Provided that an 
individual experiences ‘oneness’ with nature, their emotional care for nature, allows for a 
strong inclination to behaviourally commit to sustainable ways of nature conservation (Schultz 
et al., 2002). 

Feeling psychologically connected to the natural world fuels sustainable pro-environmental 
behaviour, where individuals are willing to change their habits and attitudes to serve these 
sustainable practices (Dunbar, 2004; Matthews, 2006; Schroll, 2007). This connectedness with 
or so-called psychological inclusion of nature by an individual, where they position nature 
within their scope of justice, reveals a sense of respect and responsibility towards nature 
(Opotow & Weiss, 2000). A feeling of oneness with nature that allows the individual to view 
humans as one of many parts of nature where the interdependence of people and nature, as well 
as the well-being of the ecosystem are valued (Opotow & Weiss, 2000). To understand people’s 
belongingness in the ecosystem and the human-nature relationship, it can be hermeneutically 
interpreted, where the whole (ecosystem) can only be comprehended as it correlates to its parts 
(natural world and humans), and vice versa, the parts can only be comprehended as they link 
to the whole (Tomkins & Eatough, 2018). 

Most people have progressively become estranged from the outdoor natural world by 
constructing their lives inside technologically built environments, nurturing the idea that 
humans are apart from nature (Acar & Özyavuz, 2013; Schultz et al., 2002). An eco-centric 
perspective does not view the natural world as a separate entity, which isolates itself from 
humanity. Eco-centrism advocates that humankind should be viewed as being a part of nature 
(Davies, 1996; DeMares & Krycka, 1998; Lundmark, 2007). Humans are thus interlaced with 
the health and survival of the natural world within a larger functioning network (Thompson & 
Barton, 1994). 

In contrast with eco-centrism, which represents a deep and caring relationship with nature, the 
ego-centric mindset views humankind above nature and has the privilege to dominate and 
exploit nature for one’s own benefits (Versfeld, 1991). According to Versfeld (1991), the self-
creation of the ego, that manifests itself as a sense of ‘I,’ desires absolute power, ownership 
and deems nature as ‘things’ and ‘property.’ This specific use of the self-created ego can be 
traced back to the significant contribution by Erich Fromm in his explication of the function of 
the desiring ego in the manifestation of the having mode (Fromm, 1985). 

An eco-centric mindset does not consider humans as the apex of living organisms, but rather 
views them as an integrated part of a whole. Integrated beings value the integrity of fauna and 
flora and recognize their oneness with the Earth (Versfeld, 1991). Versfeld (1991) makes it 
clear that the origin of environmental degradation rests in the perceptions of ego-centric 
humans, who have not developed a deep respect for fauna and flora, and do not consider them 
as ‘beings’ but rather as ‘objects’ in their domain. When an individual has an I-It attitude 
towards nature, where they view its elements as objects to be subdued, it brings forth ego-
centric behaviour (Buber & Smith, 1987). 
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In contrast, an I-Thou relationship with nature correlates with eco-centric notions of 
respectfully communing with the natural world (Buber & Smith, 1987). McCluggage (1999, p. 
11) translates the I-Thou and I-It relationship to a good and poor skier in the following 
description:  

The poor skiers fight the mountain, attacking it with their tiny poles, their miniature spirits, and 
slashing at it with their edges. The good skiers join the mountain, commune with it, go with it. 
The good skiers have an I-Thou relationship with the mountain; there is union. 

An individual’s authentic and true self holds the key to set nature free from human possession, 
allowing an intimate connectedness, where both nature and human beings have the space and 
time to accept and respect each other (Versfeld, 1991). Achieving oneness, allows the 
interwoven human being the wisdom to acknowledge that when they confront nature, they 
confront themselves and when they understand nature, they understand themselves 
(Glendinning, 1994 as cited in Brymer & Gray, 2010). The recognition entails that both nature 
and humans affect and are being affected by each other. The interwoven concept or sense of 
oneness is illustrated by Muir (1911, p. 110): ‘when we try to pick out anything by itself, we 
find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.’ 

Through eco-centric lenses, the true ‘self’ is potentially unlocked when people experience and 
surpass society’s norms by re-visiting the wilderness, harmonizing with nature and facing their 
mortality (Duerr, 1985). The wilderness provides a natural and organic landscape, with 
minimal human interference ‘where one can discover one’s relationship with the living Earth, 
indeed with life itself’ (Hawes et al., 2018, p. 11). Participation in high-risk nature-based sports 
is considered to be a form of unconventional physical activity, where individuals have 
sufficient time to explore the wilderness and rediscover their relationship with the Earth, and 
naturally with life itself (Hawes et al., 2018; Sirch, 2014). 

Eco-centric management reflects principles of ecological justice and an eco-sensitivity in 
recognizing the intrinsic value of nature and all living organisms, rather than to exploit them 
as humans see fit (Bosselman, 2006). A basic characteristic of ecological justice is the 
acknowledgement that we share environments (Aløe et al., 2005). Sharing environments with 
other organisms constitutes being part of a larger functioning ecosystem (Thompson & Barton, 
1994). In this paper, the author explores the idea that high-risk nature-based sports can serve 
as a gateway to the discovery of eco-sensitive principles that encourages pro-environmental 
behaviour and ecological justice. The identified principles can then be applied in schools and 
sport organizations through the design of appropriate environmental educational programmes, 
with the hope to be a sustainable way of conserving our natural heritage. 

Considering the high risks of injury and death involved during the nature-based sports 
participation, high-risk nature-based sports athletes are reminded of their own mortality and of 
their ‘bodily-being-towards-death’ during their activity (Heidegger et al., 1962, p. 179). Facing 
one’s own death, in fear and seriousness, is a manner for the ‘self’ to become whole and 
authentic (Breivik, 2011). Authentic moments represent the times where humans are most at 
one with themselves, experiencing ‘mineness’ (Moran, 2000, p. 240). Becoming your true 
‘self’ requires a mindful awareness of purposefully paying attention in the present moment to 
the unfolding of experiences, moment by moment in a non-judgmental manner (Kabat-Zinn, 
1994). Living authentically further involves taking accountability for oneself and the life tasks 
embarked on (Breivik, 2011). The concept of the ‘self’ and its relation to the world is a focal 
point in this paper. 
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The sensitizing process of the ‘self’ in terms of the Eigenwelt, Mitwelt and Umwelt 

The sensitizing process of the ‘self’ manifests in three surroundings worlds, namely the 
Eigenwelt (relation to the self, inner world), Mitwelt (social world) and the Umwelt (physical 
world) (Binswanger & Needleman, 1963). The Eigenwelt (inner world) signifies the 
individual’s self-awareness and their ability to relate to their ‘self’ or ‘being’ (May et al., 1995). 
It is within the Eigenwelt that an individual has the opportunity to discover their true self. An 
individual’s relationships and interactions with other people is characteristic to their Mitwelt, 
including their social and cultural environments. Within their Mitwelt (social world), 
individuals choose to either integrate or isolate themselves, to exist separately from society and 
distinguish themselves from others or to conform to social norms. The Umwelt (physical world) 
represents the environment and the physical world. An individual’s physical environment 
branches into their built environment and natural environments, wherein they are able to tend 
to their biological needs (May et al., 1995). The natural environment typically includes bodies 
of water, mountains and rock, vegetations such as trees, plants, grass, and animal species. 

Marcel (1961) explains the interconnectedness of the ‘worlds’ and the way the ‘worlds’ receive 
a person and connects to it. When a person wants to participate in and take responsibility of 
and for other people, allows an openness of the world to that person, which connects them. An 
openness means liberating the ‘self’ from any barriers between an individual and their 
surrounding ‘world,’ allowing for a pure vulnerability. Vulnerability permits individuals to 
build trust and become whole-heartedly engaged in an intimate relationship, where they are 
able to give and receive. 

When a person wants to dominate others and views them as a means to satisfy their own wants 
and needs, the world closes to that person and they become disconnected. A closedness causes 
individuals to build up physical and psychological barriers that blocks any form of intimate 
interaction with their surrounding ‘worlds.’ The authors relate the openness to the ‘world’ to 
authentic living and a closeness to the ‘world’ as a display of inauthenticity. 

Versfeld (1991, p. 205) clarifies the interconnectedness and synchronous nature of the 
Eigenwelt, Mitwelt and Umwelt in the following statement: ‘It is a great and fundamental 
principle that whatever we do to things, we do to ourselves, and whatever we do to each other, 
affects what we do to things.’ The origin of the dominating and exploitive relationship with 
nature can be traced back to the split in the Eigenwelt between the true self and ‘egoistic self-
love or amor concupisentiae’ as labelled by Augustine (Versfeld, 1991, p. 223). 

Essentially, the sensing organs of humans allow for an interaction between the Eigenwelt and 
the Umwelt (Versfeld, 1991). An example of a sensitizing process between the human body 
(Eigenwelt) and nature (Umwelt) through movement (utilizing the sensing organs including the 
eyes, ears, skin, nose and mouth) is described by Van den Berg’s (1950) encounter with natural 
objects during mountain climbing. His experience is termed as depasseren, when he puts his 
pain and feelings into the mountain he climbs and becomes one with the natural elements (Van 
den Berg, 1950, p. 403). Depasseren requires a sensory sensitivity or kinesthetics sensation 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Van den Berg, 1950). 

Merleau-Ponty asserts that being-in-the-world is inseparable from embodiment (Matthews, 
2006). The focus is directed to the manner in which all of human subjectivity is articulated 
through the body: through seeing with one’s eyes, hearing with one’s ears, speaking as an 
interaction between one’s tongue, breath and vocal cords, and moving with one’s legs and arms 
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(Matthews, 2006; Merleau-Ponty & Smith, 1962). He further expresses that something 
perceived by an individual is an inter-sensory entity: ‘any object presented to one sense, calls 
upon itself the concordant operation of all the others’ (Merleau-Ponty & Smith, 1962, p. 317). 
Every sense is ‘hitched’ to all the other senses in the bodily being. 

The first step in the phenomenology of embodiment is to differentiate between what Husserl 
terms Körper (physical body) and Leib (animate lived body) (Moran, 2013). Merleau-Ponty 
and Satre interpret the Leib as ‘Flesh’ and Körper as a physical, material object that is 
susceptible to the laws of nature such as gravity and impact (Moran, 2013). The English 
translation of ‘corpse,’ encapsulates this idea of an inanimate or ‘thingly body,’ compared to 
the ‘living body’ (Leib), which is experienced in a particular subjective and first-person 
manner, involving conscious thought. The living body is further conceptualised by Husserl as 
‘mineness,’ since it is an organ of a person’s will. Husserl makes it clear that the living body 
(Leib) also includes the physical body and through an embodiment or intertwining 
(Verflechtung) becomes a Leibkörper (Moran, 2013). 

In high-risk nature-based sports, immediate and cognizant reactions to different environmental 
stimuli and its occurrences are essential to survival (Breivik, 2011). Van den Berg (1972, p. 
51) interprets the way we perceive our bodies through reflection and pre-reflectivity. His 
interpretation of the body is similar to the traditions of Körper and Leib, and begins by 
distinguishing between having and being our body. 

From a reflective stance, the body is viewed as a material object, which humanity attempts to 
understand through physiological dissection (Van den Berg, 1972). By having a body, a form 
of distance is created between the ‘self’ and the body part referred to. For example, I have a 
hand, which can be physiologically dissected into blood vessels, muscles, nerves and bones. A 
pre-reflective stance considers that the ‘self’ and their body are intertwined (Verflecht) (Van 
den Berg, 1972). Essentially, ‘talking about one’s body means talking about oneself’ (Van den 
Berg, 1972, p. 50). 

Embarking on a high-risk nature-based sports adventure affects the emotional, spiritual and 
physical spheres of an individual (Brymer & Gray, 2009). The transformational experience can 
only reveal an element of oneself when the individual is totally submerged in nature and relies 
on its forces (Brymer & Gray, 2009), and seeing it as an intimate partner and continuation of 
the ‘self’ (Birrell, 2001; Schultz et al., 2002). By way of depasseren, which allows for a 
profound immersion and oneness with nature, an individual can enter a state of flow (Brymer 
& Gray, 2009; Van den Berg, 1950). 

Method 

Design 

A qualitative research design involving a non-probability key informant sample was selected 
as most appropriate for the purpose of this study. It involves the interpretation of an individual’s 
lived experiences who possess specific knowledge and expertise on the studied phenomenon. 
The studied phenomenon included if and how high-risk nature-based sports participation can 
facilitate eco-sensitivity, as viewed from a South African context. Therefore, the research 
question: ‘How do skilled South African high-risk nature-based sports participants develop an 
eco-sensitivity as a result of their participation?’ is answered by following the theoretical 
underpinnings of Heidegger’s and Merleau-Ponty’s interpretative phenomenology and the 
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context it provides for the implementation of the Interpretative Phenomenological Analytical 
(IPA) method. For a more nuanced language, the term ‘skilled’ has been used, to distinguish 
high-risk nature-based sports participants from a beginner or non-participants of the sport. 

Interview participants 

Since an interpretative study’s quality and depth of the identified themes are determined by its 
sample, it is kept small (Durrheim et al., 2002). Ten ‘skilled’ South African high-risk nature-
based sports athletes in their respective fields, are selected. In this case, skilled opposes a novice 
(beginner) participant. These athletes participate in one or more high-risk nature-based sports 
activities and are above 18-years of age. Participants in this study included FIVE males (mean 
age = 36 years) and FIVE females (mean age = 34.4 years) ranging in experience level of two 
to 22 years in their respective high-risk nature-based sports activity/activities. These activities 
are practiced altogether at least three to four times a year, and include their preparation/training 
and expedition/tour/race. 

White-water kayaking, downhill mountain biking, ocean rowing, high-altitude mountaineering, 
scooter safari, mountain running, rock climbing, adventure racing, ocean wave surfing, river 
canoeing, and mountain hiking encompassed the high-risk nature-based sports activities in this 
study. Each participant in this data set was assigned a name code, which was allocated to them 
based on the order in which an interview was conducted with them (e.g. High-risk Sports 
Participant 1 (male) – HRSP001 M; or High-risk Sports Participant 9 (female) – HRSP009F). 
The name coding ensures that their identities are kept anonymous and allows for privacy and 
confidentiality (Jones, 2015). 

High-risk nature-based sports activities 

With the many diverse meanings attached to the terminology of ‘extreme sports,’ this study 
sets its own criteria for ‘high-risk nature-based sports activities’ (Cohen et al., 2018). The 
criteria provide the reader with a better understanding of why these activities are categorized 
as high-risk sports, in the South African context. Some critics may argue that the above-
mentioned activities cannot be classified as ‘extreme’ activities, since the ‘risks’ involved are 
similar to traditional South African sports such as rugby, cycling, football, or swimming. 
Nevertheless, the high-risk nature-based activities in this study, even in their lowest form are 
performed in an uncontrollable and unpredictable natural environment, with minimal societal 
intervention (Hawes et al., 2018), compared to traditional South African sports settings. These 
activities contradict the ‘normal behaviour’ of citizens, in which individuals would generally 
seek safety and avoid high-risk situations (Fletcher, 2008). Hence, in this study, ‘high-risk’ 
activities refer to a so-called deflection or deviation to what is typically considered as a 
‘normal,’ ‘traditional’ or ‘conventional’ sport (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Expeditions are performed in isolation from civilisation with minimal availability of human 
and medical resources in case of an emergency (Sirch, 2014). The emphasis is on ‘nature-
based,’ which excludes activities in artificial settings. It includes wilderness and remote areas, 
where individuals are essentially removed from the modern technological society and 
civilisation involving cities, towns, roads, and infrastructures (Hawes et al., 2018). The spatial 
dimension of where the activities are performed, add to the notion of them being a higher risk 
(Tomlinson et al., 2005). These activities involve the interaction of natural elements, which are 
oriented towards a combination of endurance, adventure, risk, and action. Risk in sport equates 
to the probability of an individual encountering physical danger (Rossi & Cereatti, 1993). The 
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‘high-risk’ factor is embedded in the participant’s ability to safely mitigate challenging and 
unpredictable environmental conditions; complete long intense distances; and endure long-
lasting movement tasks in the ever-changing outdoors (Sirch, 2014). The likelihood of a 
mismanaged action can lead to serious injury or fatality (Brymer, 2005). 

These nature-based activities are not readily or typically performed by the average South 
African citizen. Furthermore, participation requires the physical attainments of unusual body 
movements and body-positions via the utilization of specialized equipment and/or the disuse 
thereof (Sirch, 2014) Deliberate risk-taking is involved (Llewellyn & Sanchez, 2008; Slanger 
& Rudestam, 1997), in which the participant’s survival depends on precautionary measures 
(Krein & McNamee, 2007; Pain & Pain, 2005). 

Data collection 

Data was collected through one-on-one semi-structured interviews, guided by a semi-
structured interview schedule. Telephonic and face-to-face interviews were audio-recorded 
while concise hand-written notes were taken. Both open-ended and a few close-ended questions 
were asked during the interviews, which enabled data rich conversations with each participant. 
A five-to-eight-hour manual transcription of each recorded interview followed. 

IPA is implemented to organize the transcribed data from the semi-structured interviews. The 
goal of this analysis was ‘to explore in detail how participants are making sense of their 
personal and social world, and the main currency for an interpretative phenomenological 
analytic study is the meanings that particular experiences, events, and states hold for 
participants’ (Smith et al., 2007, p. 54). In this case, the purpose was to peculiarly explore the 
high-risk nature-based sports athlete’s understanding of their personal and social world in terms 
of their high-risk nature-based sports participation and the specific meanings their experiences 
hold. Hermeneutics (interpretation) and ideography (representation of ideas) is firmly rooted 
within this phenomenological analysis (Smith et al., 2009). 

A four-stage iterative process was applied, encompassing the (1) searching of themes, (2) 
connecting of themes, (3) continuing of the analysis with the next transcript, and (4) the write-
up of themes into concluding statements (Smith et al., 2007). The searching of themes involved 
the initial encounter with the data (text) and identification of preliminary themes. Connecting 
of themes required grouping the preliminary themes into clusters, which were then tabulated 
into primary (superordinate) and secondary (subordinate) themes, which represents a theme 
topic. The master list of themes, including applicable quotes from the high-risk nature-based 
sports participants, were linked to relevant literature, and interpreted by the researcher. 
Throughout the research process the researcher accepted and was aware of how her subjective 
role may influence the findings and interpretation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Results and discussion 

Eigenwelt, Mitwelt and Umwelt 

The psychological transformation of the ‘self’ can be clearly articulated by the synchronous 
and interconnectedness between the Eigenwelt, Mitwelt and Umwelt. To understand the 
relationship of the participants’ ‘self’ in the articulation with their Eigenwelt, Mitwelt and 
Umwelt, they have to synchronise their ‘self’ (Eigenwelt) with other people (Mitwelt) and their 
natural world (Umwelt). According to Esbjörn-Hargens (2009), the essential transformation is 
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a shift in understanding of just ‘me’ (ego-centric) in this world, towards an understanding of 
‘all beings’ (planetcentric) and all of reality (kosmoscentric). This understanding is emphasised 
by participants who consider themselves part of or ‘hitched’ to the natural world and as part of 
a larger functioning network:  

There is no US without the [natural] WORLD. So, I saw this picture once, it is a circle it is 
about the egotistic and ecotistic or ego-centric versus eco-centric: A lot of people see 
themselves in the middle with the circle around them. But we are actually in the circle with 
nature. We are ALL in the same circle—you are not separate form it or it doesn’t revolve around 
[just] you (HRSP007 M). 

This belief of participants, permit them to see themselves as integrated beings, who are now 
able to value the integrity or wholeness of the Earth’s fauna and flora. They recognize their 
oneness with the Earth, because they have come to realize that they are not the apex of all living 
organisms, but rather an integrated part of a whole. This is amplified by the remark that ‘we 
are ALL in the same circle’ and that humans are not separate from it. 

The ‘self’ merges with the natural world 

Participants spend a considerable amount of time in nature during their high-risk nature-based 
sports endeavours, which enable them to form an intimate bond and Verflecht with the natural 
elements. HRSP009F describes that the intimate but challenging bond she develops due to the 
extensive period of time she spends in nature during her adventure races, creates an 
appreciation and ‘biophilia’ (Wilson, 1984):  

Because you spend such a long time out there. You create a bond with nature. It is something 
you appreciate, but it also challenges you in the same breath. 

HRSP004F further describes a Verflechtung with nature in that ‘nature is a part of you and it 
becomes an extension of you.’ HRSP003 M, notes a merge with nature in terms of sensing 
changes in weather, without any weather reports, but just by observing nature. The merge 
between the ‘self’ and nature is illustrated as ‘blending’ in with nature:  

You can actually sense when the weather is about to change. I have become so good at 
monitoring the weather, that I can look at it, even if there are no clouds, and I assume at a 
certain time, things are going to change … And at that time, it happens … it rains. I can [sense] 
and see how long it will take, with no weather reports, just looking at nature, right. So, you 
blend in nature. 

White-water kayaker, HRSP001 M continues this sense of blend or becoming at one with 
nature, by stating that his feelings become in tune with the way the river ‘feels.’ The type of 
river elicits a certain emotion within him, similar to the character of the river:  

If I am out there on the river, I feel at one with nature. If that makes sense. It depends on what 
type of river it is. If it’s a heavy white-water river, it makes it so much more exciting! If it’s a 
calmer river, then it is more of a nature paddle on the river. You submerge yourself within 
nature … it’s because of rivers you get to know like the palm of your hand. You know the 
different cracks and exactly where each crack leads to. 

This calls for the participant to depasseer with the river, since he strives to experience and 
discover every aspect of the river and rapid, intimately:  
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I want to experience every single aspect of that rapid to its fullest. So, I will scout it, I will go 
over left and right and will go back again and will try and catch ‘Eddies’ the whole time and 
catch waves or surf and do a cartwheel in the rapid. You want to live that rapid. You want to 
feel that water as it flows through that section. Even experience the rapid under water and hear 
the sound it makes. 

The psychological connectedness to nature is thus portrayed by the participant as an experience 
of being part of the natural forces and energy. Another experience of the psychological 
inclusion of nature, is philosophically explained by high-altitude mountain climber, 
HRSP008F, who desires to be accepted by nature. She describes how the mountain, who is a 
girl and God’s creation, allowed her to summit Her. In this way she acknowledges that the 
mountain (nature) is a ‘being,’ just like she is a being. 

She approaches the natural world with an I-Thou attitude, which allows her to commune with 
the mountain. It is evident that she views the mountain through an eco-centric lens, as opposed 
to an ego-centric outlook, who would deem nature as a thing or object to be subdued:  

I almost feel the need to be accepted by this mountain. Everest is a girl, she can be 
temperamental, she can throw all these winds and blows at you, but she almost allows you to 
summit her. At the same time, I also know she is a mountain, she is God’s creation. She almost 
identifies the respect she is approached by and lets in, and it’s almost like you become one with 
her. 

Her encounter indicates that she has an openness to the mountain, which permits the mountain 
to receive her. Acting with respect towards the mountain, suggests that nature is now 
intrinsically considered as part of the participant’s scope of justice (Opotow & Weiss, 2000). 
To engage in a relationship with nature, she has to remove any barriers that might hinder her 
to build trust and be vulnerable with the natural elements. She demonstrates the removal of a 
barrier such as ‘not putting on earphones,’ with the intention to hear and listen what nature is 
telling her in terms of ‘a little crack’ in the mountain. 

This allows nature to warn her when she is in danger, so that she is able to survive. The human-
nature relationship between her and the mountain involves a give-and-receive. She gives all 
her senses over to nature, and in turn, she is able to feel the difference in air and pick up changes 
in the mountain before she can even see them, which can save her life:  

I don’t put on earphones if I trek, that little crack, you hearing it in advance could save your 
life. Senses are heightened. The air feels different. Sense of hearing, I appreciate the most, 
because I can pick up stuff before I see them (HRSP008F). 

A oneness between the ‘self’ and nature (Umwelt) is expressed, where nature ‘lets you in,’ 
because She is approached with respect. An intimate relationship with nature can start to 
bloom, since the ‘self’ has become sensitized towards their Umwelt. 
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Embodiment 

Merleau-Ponty and Smith (2002) describes that we only get to comprehend the world because 
we are a mind with a body, rather than a mind and a body. As a result of their high-risk nature-
based sports participation, participants have come to the realization that their mind and body 
are not separate entities, but rather a synergy that assists them in bringing about extraordinary 
physical and psychological transformations. Embodiment is well articulated through the high-
risk nature-based sports participants’ experiences through what they describe as a ‘merge’ with 
their body:  

I think I have MERGED with my body over the years. Where there was a time where I was 
looking at my body, where now I feel like you are your body. I saw it at a definite stage when 
I was younger and I might have been doing things for different reasons or whatever. You kind 
of see yourself as creating your body, you know you are making your body, it is almost like 
you are outside—you detach it from your person, because maybe you don’t like your body or 
whatever psychological, you know. I definitely feel that I got to a point where I don’t care about 
what people say or whatever or presumptions of what my body should be or look like. My body 
is now becoming the activities I choose and do. The more you do them, the naturally your body 
just becomes that, and then you start feeling one with yourself, I guess (HRSP007 M). 

The merge the rock climber, HRSP007 M, experiences, with his body correlates to pre-
reflective notions of being your body. A pre-reflective stance considers that the participant’s 
‘self’ and their body are intertwined (Verflecht) (Moran, 2013; Van den Berg, 1972). 

The physiological perspective, where the participant has previously seen his body as a Körper 
by what he describes as ‘looking at my body’ and that ‘it is almost like you are outside [of your 
body] – you detach it [body] from your person,’ has now transformed into an understanding 
that he feels that ‘you are your body’ – an animate lived body who creates their ‘self.’ He, now, 
experiences his body as an active agent, which he interprets with regards to the type of situation 
and ‘the activities he chooses and does’ and that the ‘more you do them, the naturally your 
body just becomes that’ (Breivik, 2011; Merleau-Ponty & Smith, 1962). 

The participant acknowledges that through his high-risk nature-based sports participation, he 
experiences an intertwining process of his bodily-being-in-this-world as a Leibkörper (Moran, 
2013). Identifying his body as a ‘being body,’ rather than ‘having a body,’ creates a closeness 
with his Eigenwelt, since talking about his body means talking about his ‘self’ (Van den Berg, 
1972). This closeness enables a self-discovery, self-acceptance and reaching self-actualization, 
where his mindset has transformed from being focussed on materialistic rewards to valuing and 
appreciating the intrinsic reward and being happy with who he is:  

You start to realize it starts getting better and you realize stuff about yourself and it is more of 
a self-driven, intrinsic reasoning behind it—and that I feel is also more sustaining. [Compared 
to] where the materialistic or the extrinsic goals kind of fade away … I think I strive to get to 
know myself better. The further I put myself into different scenarios and see how I react and I 
get to know myself better. So, a big benefit is literally being happy with who you are; accepting 
yourself and happy being out there, I guess—the freedom and happiness you get from it 
(HRSP007 M). 

Self-acceptance leads to a ‘transcendence of individuality’ and ‘fusion of the world,’ where the 
participant becomes in touch with their own physical reality (Maslow, 1971). When the ‘self’ 
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is in touch physically and psychologically with their body and natural world, the true self 
emerges. 

Finding her ‘true self’ is described by HRSP010F, who explains that ocean wave surfing has 
led her to become a ‘happier, healthier, humble and more open version’ of herself. She asserts 
that with participation, which allows being close to nature facilitates this authentic lifestyle:  

It becomes a lifestyle and surfing made me a much happier, healthier, humble and more open 
version of myself. My quality of life is better being so close to nature and I am exposed to so 
much more. The lifestyle is incredible and life-giving—an escape and safe place for so many 
people where class, age, status or race don’t matter. I love that! 

The ‘open version’ of herself suggests a self-liberation, which introduces the experience of 
transcendence as if becoming free of something or someone (Shapiro et al., 2006). Essentially, 
the participants have become free from the materialistic world that disconnects them from 
nature and encourages an ego-centric self. 

Development of sensory sensitivity 

Participants collectively utilize their senses during their high-risk nature-based sports activity 
and develop high levels of sensory sensitivity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Participants 
demonstrate an enhanced ability to detect potential ‘distracting’ or ‘uncomfortable’ internal 
and external stimuli during their activity (mindful awareness), and apply actions that refocus 
and direct bodily senses on the present task (mindful attention) (Gardner & Moore, 2007):  

You become very aware of how you feel and how your body reacts to different circumstances. 
You put it under so much stress. At a point my body is going to show fear, and I need to be able 
to handle that (HRSP009F). 

The participant is reminded of her finitude and bodily-being-towards-death when she says her 
body is going to show ‘fear,’ but since she handles it with seriousness, she is able to become 
her authentic and true ‘self.’ 

Participants experience a sensitizing process of becoming highly sensitive and attentive to 
specific environmental stimuli through kinesthetics sensations. Downhill mountain biker, 
HRSP002 M, describes how all his senses are connected and the way they relay external stimuli 
enables him to direct his body accordingly. He perceives the environmental stimuli as an inter-
sensory entity:  

For us, it is to think very quickly! Your visual sense always. Your memory—you know we pre-
run a track using your memory. Your Body—understanding your body’s position, processing. 
So, you process and deciding on evaluating the time, that is either made or gained on your 
feeling. And then try and better it or maintain it throughout the track. 

Emotional self-regulation is part of the sensitizing process experienced by participants 
(Castenier et al., 2010). To some, having self-awareness in their activity considers ‘knowing 
where [they are] coming form, knowing where [they are], and where [they are] going 
(HRSP007 M).’ Participants direct their attention to bodily sensations felt during their activity, 
such as ‘how [their] heart is beating, how [they] are breathing, pains and changes in [their] 
body (HRSP003 M).’ Participants further state that they are ‘being led to all of [their] senses, 
and led to all [their] emotions, spiritually’ during their participation. Bodily awareness, 
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according to participants, require a ‘presence to what is happening to [them] right now, around 
[them], inside and outside of [them] (HRSP003 M).’ 

Since their awareness to their internal conditions increases, participants have become more 
private self-conscious (Fenigstein et al., 1975). HRSP003 M provides an example of how he 
becomes in synch with his equipment during an ocean row, by recognising when something is 
wrong with the gear through sensory sensitivity:  

You can even feel if there is a crack in the ore, just by holding it. So, you do merge, they become 
part of you, you become one with it, because they now become an extension of you. Even if 
you are sitting, if something is wrong with your seat, you will feel it is not smooth anymore, 
and you must stop and do something about it. You always know if something is wrong, so you 
merge with the equipment. You become one with it, because you know. 

Mindful awareness monitors the inner and outer environment of the participant, acting as a 
‘detector,’ which consciously scans and records stimuli through their bodily senses (Brown et 
al., 2007). Mindful attention acts as a ‘navigator’ in which the consciousness is directed 
towards heightened sensitivity to a specific experience (Brown & Ryan, 2003). HRSP001 M 
explains how he safely navigates himself on water through mindful awareness and attention, 
through what he terms as ‘reflex and focus:’ 

Reflex and focus are constantly in play with one another. You use them 90% of the time and 
that’s because of balance in your kayak and to look where you want to go. If things don’t work 
out with direction then you focus on doing a ‘reflex,’ which will allow you to change direction. 

As a result of displaying mindful awareness and attention, an enhanced state of flow can easily 
be entered. The unification of mindful awareness and action is facilitated when participants 
centre their attention on a limited stimulus field (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). 

A ‘narrowing of consciousness’ is experienced by participants, when their focus is on the 
present moment, and the ‘past and future’ disappears (Maslow, 1971). The participants’ 
memory input is so zoomed into the task, that they cannot be distracted by anything else:  

It was almost like, 1, 2, 3, it is steps, let’s go, it is one way, I mean the summit is that way, I am 
not thinking about anything else, I am not thinking about how I put the first step, and when it 
became harder—I was like ‘no, problem, I am not worried,’ instead of not counting steps, now, 
I am going to count, I am going to do 20, and then when I do 20 I am like ‘YES!,’ and when 20 
is starting to become tough, I am going to do 10, and there was a point close to the summit, I 
am just like ‘okay, just 5.’ So, that is really in the zone, it is almost like focused on this specific 
thing, and nothing else can distract me from this thing. You are not distracted and it just flows 
(HRSP008F). 

Outcome of the sensitizing process 

Participants in this study have evidently reached an environmental sensitivity or eco-
sensitivity. Environmental sensitivity embodies a sense of care, compassion, respect and 
positive affinity towards the natural environment (Peterson as cited in Nunez & Clore, 2017). 
HRSP004F confirms an eco-sensitivity, which has been facilitated by her high-altitude 
mountaineering participation. She describes how the extensive period of being ‘in touch’ with 
natural elements has developed a greater appreciation and sensitivity towards rock:  
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I didn’t appreciate rock too much and that developed a much greater appreciation—perception 
of the texture of the rocks and layers. The more you work with rock you can differentiate 
between the quality of rock and what is nice rock or not so nice rock and the types of plants 
that grow in it. 

Mindful actions are being carried through to participants’ daily living, which address mindless 
actions of deteriorating the Earth. This is done through continuing environmental education, 
facilitated through high-risk nature-based sports participation, to communities with the aim to 
develop more environmental responsible citizens. HRSP003 M describes how his high-risk 
nature-based sports activity has changed his whole perspective towards the fauna and flora and 
how his sensitivity and awareness contributed to being a catalyst for change by educating those 
in his community:  

I mean I didn’t care before. Actually, I grew up in an environment where even animal abuse 
was okay. And seeing what I have seen, doing what I have done, where I can see some of the 
things were okay are not okay anymore. And, that changes how I have seen nature. Now, I am 
an activist, although I am not active on social media. But if someone was to do something, I 
would go to them and say are you aware what this does – so I give out education now based on 
the education I have received. 

Conclusion 

From a South African context, high-risk nature-based sports participation seems to enable a 
transformational experience of the ‘self’ becoming sensitized towards their Eigenwelt, Mitwelt 
and Umwelt. The extensive period of time spent in the wilderness permits an extraordinary 
communion between nature and the participants, and brings forth a Verflectung. Through the 
sensitizing process and depasseren, participants are able to discover their true and authentic 
self and display mindful actions, that considers all living organisms as integrated beings. The 
above associated principles of an environmental literate being can be applied in schools and 
sports organizations through the design of appropriate environmental educational programmes. 
It can serve as a sustainable option that addresses mindless and environmental deteriorating 
behaviours of the South African society. 

In final conclusion of this paper, Suzuki (2007) captures the essence of this oneness by referring 
to a deep identification that can transcend the academic dilemma with the duality-reality of 
human nature. Suzuki (2007, p. 92) quotes the following poetic words of Traherne to explain 
the fusion between the ‘self’ and world: ‘You never enjoy the world aright, till the Sea itself 
floweth in your veins, till you are clothed with the heavens, and crowned with the stars: and 
perceive yourself to be the sole heir of the whole world, and more than so, because men are in 
it who are every one sole heirs as well as you.’ 
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