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 Harmony, Nostalgia and a Sense of Place

 Louise Emanuel

The physical, intellectual and emotional interaction between mankind 
and nature has been the focus of research and debate across a wide range of 
disciplines and has often revolved around whether we can consider ourselves 
to be set apart from nature, embedded in nature, as Thomas argues, or as 
Gold suggested, linked to it in some way so that its meaning keeps changing 
in relation to us. 1 This relationship has been subject to constant evolution as 
changes in culture, science and economics have led to a re-evaluation of whether 
we are subjugated to nature, in nature, or over nature. 2 Many authors, such as 
Baker, point to the emergence of industrial capitalism and its misinterpretation 
of the Genesis idea of dominion as being the single most important factor in 
stimulating a re-evaluation of nature, as Smith suggested, and a shift towards a 
more anthropocentric world view in which humanity started conquering time 
and space through industrial growth and innovation, and in conquering time 
and space, believed we were conquering nature. 3 This disconnection between 
humanity and nature, characteristic of the Anthropocene epoch, has often been 
blamed for contemporary global environmental and humanitarian crises; in 
misinterpreting our place in the world we have upset the balance and have taken 
on nature as a challenge, instead of realising our wholeness within it.

We are now reaching a point when it is imperative to rediscover the connection, 
to fi nd harmony in being within nature, not apart from it. The question is – are we 
ready to be re-connected? Our knowledge of the disconnection is not new – early 
authors often cited include  Thomas Malthus in 1798, George Perkins Marsh in 
1864, and Rachel Carson in 1962, all of whom warned us of the impact that 
mankind was having on the earth’s resources – but perhaps most of us who had 
access to this knowledge were not ready to listen. 4 Today, there is undoubtedly a 
growing concern with our negative impacts on the earth as both through policy 
and personal action we try to respond to the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals and the media has fuelled our understanding of climate change, plastics, 
population, poverty and humanitarian crises. 5 However, as we come to an 
understanding of some of the negative impacts we have had on the natural world, 
are we looking to fi nd a solution to the problems in hand, or do we realise that 
we need to re-evaluate our relationship with the natural world for ourselves and 
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start thinking of the earth in its wholeness, as the subject, not the object of being? 
Within this chapter, I would like to start exploring some of what I believe to be 
the outward manifestations of our disconnection and consider how these can be 
interpreted as a call for harmony – a return to a more connected way of being.

The fi rst of these is the idea of ‘nostalgia’. Described by the Cambridge 
Dictionary as ‘a feeling of pleasure and sometimes slight sadness at the same time 
as you think about things that happened in the past’, it is often considered to be a 
mixed emotion similar to homesickness. 6 Nostalgia can be personal or collective 
– almost a need to retrace an individual path or a return to a perceived better 
time. The growth of a collective nostalgia is evident, as Lowenthal expressed in 
1985 – ‘if the past is a foreign country, nostalgia has made it the foreign country 
with the healthiest tourist trade of all’. 7 The past fi fty years have seen a signifi cant 
growth in the demand for heritage; the same fi fty years have seen an increasingly 
globalised world, and the emergence of real global environmental, socio-cultural 
and economic concerns. In an era when we have become increasingly detached or 
disconnected from nature, the past can often offer a way of offering us meaning, 
purpose and value – it can be a means of reasserting our identity as Lowenthal 
expresses: ‘the past is integral to our sense of identity – the sureness of ‘I was’ is a 
necessary component of the sureness of “‘I am”’. 8 The past can offer us escapism, 
an alternative to an unacceptable present, a response to a growing dissatisfaction 
with today. 9 In being nostalgic are we searching through personal or collective 
time to fi nd something to connect to that is missing from our contemporary lives? 
Is it an acknowledgement of a loss of connection or a lack of wholeness?

Nostalgia is often thought of as a negative emotion, perhaps because of its 
obsession with the ‘other’ that we no longer we have, a world that is no longer 
in our grasp. A preoccupation for the past has also often been blamed for a lack 
of attention to the present –the postmodern plundering of time and space in an 
eclectic mix frees us from immediate concerns and offers us the world on our 
doorstep. However, more recently authors have pointed to the idea that ‘far from 
being a feeble escape from the present, nostalgia is a source of strength, enabling 
the individual to face the future’. 10 Instead of thinking of nostalgia as a malaise 
which stops us moving forward, can we start to think of it as a call to action – 
to fi nd what is lost, to reconnect and become whole? An increasing number of 
studies point to the positive associations of nostalgia in terms of its ability to help 
people fi nd meaning by increasing social connectedness and self-continuity. 11 

A second, related manifestation of disconnectedness is a sense of place. In 
recent years concepts such as sense of place and place making have increasingly 
come to the fore as the realisation that places are socially constructed by the 
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people who live, work and visit there has transitioned from academic to more 
practical domains such as planning, economic development and health. Places 
embody the wholeness of humans, habitat, environment, community through 
their intertwined relationships and as such offer us opportunities for meaningful 
connections with each other and with our environment. The complexities of place 
are interwoven into our lives without us even realising – what is often ‘out there’ 
is also ‘in here’ as the boundary between the individual and place is indefi nite as 
that between mankind and nature – place is born out of our relationships with 
the environment and with each other.

In the study of place we again come across issues of identity and belonging 
as Malpas writes:

‘Sense of place’ refers us, on the face of it, both to a sense of the character or 
identity that belongs to certain places or locales, as well as to a sense of our 
own identity as shaped in relation to those places—to a sense of ‘belonging 
to’ those places. 12 

Fundamentally, ‘sense of place’ is about people, the way in which throughout time 
they have stamped their mark on the landscape, the way they have interpreted 
their personal and social history and the way in which they have interacted, and 
continue to interact with each other, and with their locality, ‘a way of seeing, 
knowing and understanding the world’. 13 A growing body of work has also 
recognised the relationship between sense of place and community wellbeing: 
DeMiglio and Williams point to the relationship between sense of place and sense 
of well-being as being mediated by variables which affect the relationship between 
people and places. 14 As such Eyles and Williams contend that ‘sense of place is an 
important link in the pathway that translates population health determinants to 
health outcomes’. 15 

So why this contemporary concern for place? Again, we return to the 
issue of industrial growth and technological development. A resurgence in 
concern for identity, belonging and community has emanated in part from 
increasing globalisation – as places experienced an apparent de-differentiation, 
technology and communications annihilated space through decreasing the time 
it takes to transport ideas, information and people around the globe. 16 With this 
homogenisation of place, comes a loss of identity that in turn leads to a search for 
one’s sense of place, something we have lost in our disconnection from physical 
places and communities. If we take Creswell’s defi nition, sense of place is the way 
in which we know and understand the world, so to truly understand the world 
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we need to reconnect with place in its entirety – as the web of interrelationships 
that embody our physical, social, cultural and emotional being.

In this short chapter I have briefl y discussed nostalgia and sense of place, which 
I suggest are two manifestations of the same phenomena – the human impulse to 
search for wholeness, the need to connect with another place or another time that 
offers meaning. Our search through time and space is a call to reconnect, to fi nd 
the wholeness that we have lost through our separation from the natural world. 
Rather than understanding the underlying impetus to reconnect, our response has 
often been to create marketing opportunities to enable individuals and groups 
to temporarily satisfy their search for meaning through the creation of tourism 
opportunities and experiences. The focus of research on both sense of place and 
nostalgia is now shifting to illustrate how these concepts relate to wellbeing, 
community cohesion and environmental relationships. Instead of trying to fi nd 
economic value in all opportunities, we need to fi nd real value and realise that 
sense of place and nostalgia provide opportunities to reconnect – we need to see 
the opportunities laid before us. In the words of George Perkins Marsh:

To the natural philosopher, the descriptive poet, the painter and the sculptor, 
as well as to the common observer, the power most important to cultivate, 
and, at the same time, hardest to acquire, is that of seeing what is before him. 
Sight is a faculty; seeing, an art. 17
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