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The Wonder of Nature 
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 I wandered lonely as a cloud 
 That floats on high o’er vales and hills,  
 When all at once I saw a crowd, 
 A host, of golden daffodils.  
  



William Wordsworth’s poem beautifully conjures the wonder and delight that nature can evoke 
in the midst of everyday human activity, uplifting spirits, alleviating angst, and inspiring 
moments of pure joy.  
  
The connections between nature, human health and well-being, and happiness are strong and 
well-studied. In several recent collaborative research projects in which I was privileged to 
engage, we identified clear relationships between connectedness to nature and subjective 
well-being. Participants interviewed in a New York City park reported high levels of happiness 
strongly correlated to feeling a breeze, seeing trees, and gazing at an open sky.1  
  
We also found that people’s access to nature, and especially green spaces, correlated with 
higher levels of subjective well-being during the early stages of the global COVID-19 
pandemic, when many found themselves isolated and deprived of activities that they value.2  
  
Furthermore, our study into the linkages between green infrastructure and perceptions of 
urban greening strategies demonstrated that vegetation ranks highly among the benefits that 
people most frequently identify with urban green infrastructure programs.3 
  
While the scientific data that my collaborators and I collected can confirm the beneficial effects 
of human connectedness to nature, our data cannot explain the origins or details of this 
connection.  
  
Theories regarding the evolutionary origins of human affiliation with nature have, however, 
been put forward.  
  
For example, the Biophillia Hypothesis proposes the existence of an ancestral adaptation that 
drives humans to appreciate natural environmental conditions, because such an emotional 
attachment is beneficial for survival. The more recent Topophilia Hypothesis suggests that 
human connectedness with nature is better characterized as a developmental behavioral 
system that is based on gene adaptation, as well as on local environment interactions that 
promote cultural learning.4  
  
In addition, a study by Yang et al.5 points to a relationship between one’s experiencing awe, 
a self- transcendent emotion, and one’s connectedness to nature. Steller et al.6 describe awe 
as an emotion that promotes prosocial behavior and collaboration, because it is characterized 
as a response to being in the presence of something vast that the individual does not 
immediately understand. Evolutionary claims about the function of awe are founded on the 
importance of reducing self-interest in order to achieve group goals necessary for survival.  
  
When connecting to nature, people report sensing a greater presence and a wonder at the 
existence of the world. This kind of wonder is separate from curiosity about how our world 
evolved and how it functions. Understanding the origins and details of our connectedness to 
nature is not enough to explain our wonder at existence.  
  
Quoting the Papal Encyclical Laudato si’: “From panoramic vistas to the tiniest living form, 
nature is a constant source of wonder and awe. It is also a continuing revelation of the 
divine.” (LS85)  
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