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What can art do for ecological 
thinking?

Stephanie Moran

Stephanie is an artist and researcher who lives in Stroud, England. She is 
currently writing up her doctoral thesis on nonhuman storytelling at Plymouth 
University. Her research focuses on what taking the (imagined) perspective of 
molluscs might reveal about our sensory biases.

Keywords: art; ecological empathy

Citation: Moran S (2022) What can art do for ecological thinking?. The Ecological Citizen 5(2): 

103–8.

Higher-quality versions of artwork from this issue can be accessed at:

https://www.ecologicalcitizen.net/artworks.php?v=5&n=2

This issue of The Ecological Citizen has a partial focus on art, and the articles 
by artists all address, in various ways, the question of how art (or the arts) 

can contribute to ecological thinking. They argue that art can help to shift us 
out of our western- and human-centric modes of thought and experience; that 
it can mediate sensory and emotional responses to environments, other 
animals and plants; that it can channel nonverbal, extra- and pre-linguistic 
means of communicating, which takes us out of habits of thought formed by 
the very niche tool of human language; and that it can raise ethical questions 
and engage audiences or participants in thinking about ecological ethics. In 
this issue of the journal, Joe Gray reports on a seminar about invertebrate 
sentience (Gray, 2022). He quotes a remark made at that seminar by prominent 
marine biologist and octopus expert Jennifer Mather that, when talking about 
sentience in cephalopods, we must “start thinking of them themselves: not 
them in terms of what we know and what we are, but in terms of what they 
are” (in Gray, 2022: 204). The arts are particularly well placed to do this, not 
only with regard to octopuses, but other animals, plants and environments too 
– and much art does attempt to decentre the human, and to acknowledge and 
mitigate for (western) human biases.

Significant for the embodied politics of many artists is an understanding that 
the western scopic regime – the privileging of the eye and its corresponding 
detached objectification – is a part of the colonial acquisitive and 
assimilationist project. This awareness informs artworks that attempt to show 
the world from other animals’ perspectives. It is also intrinsic to an increased 
emphasis on nonvisual phenomena and sensory experiences, in their 
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approaches to ecological and multispecies representation. There is a plethora 
of sensory approaches to our relationships with the environment and other 
animals; many of these centre on the importance of fostering ecological 
empathy through sensory experience. 

Art collectives Marshmallow Laser Feast and Keiken are two examples of the 
ways artists are working to challenge human-centred sensory experiences. 
Marshmallow Laser Feast imaginatively represent how other animals might 
experience their environments. Viewers of their virtual reality work, In the Eyes 
of the Animal, can fly through the trees or swim through the streams of 
Grizedale Forest (in the north of England) as a dragonfly, owl or frog
(http://intheeyesoftheanimal.com/). The work is a composite of 360-degree 
drone footage, Lidar scans computerized tomography, photogrammetry and 
field sound recordings of the forest as well as the sounds the animals make – 
the hum of the dragonfly’s wings, the frog’s croaking. Binaural audio simulates 
the 3D quality of sound in real space, and a vibrating backpack adds a haptic 
dimension to the soundscape. Marshmallow Laser Feast is currently working 
on the artwork Invisible Rainforest, in partnership with The Eden Project, which 
promises further development of these ideas. The Eden Project is an eco-visitor 
attraction in Cornwall, England, that has two large biomes that simulate a 
rainforest and a Mediterranean environment. For Invisible Rainforest, an 
augmented reality experience within the Rainforest Biome is being developed, 
that will visualize rainforest worlds usually invisible to human eyes. 

The art collective Keiken has developed wearable haptic and sonic 
‘interspecies pregnancy bellies’ for their current ongoing project, Bet(a)Bodies. 
Audience participants can wear the silicon bellies that vibrate and emit sounds 
of di erent species’ young, within the context of Keiken’s various immersive 
multisensory environments and workshops that often incorporate augmented 
reality, virtual reality, and performance. In a recent exhibition at Eastside 
Projects Gallery in Birmingham, England, audiences were invited to put on 
these bellies and recline on water-filled cushions in a soothing environment. 
Premised on evidence that wearing a pregnancy belly produces empathic 
responses (regardless of sex or gender identification), Keiken’s artwork 
explores whether a belly that gives the sense of being pregnant with another 
species might help to generate more cross-species empathy. They extend a 
millennial idealistic and optimistic hierarchy-flattening of gender fluidity to 
other animals, in a queer performance of species fluidity. The work suggests 
removing hierarchies that place humans’ sense of their rights to live and 
reproduce above other animals’ rights.

These examples are heavily reliant on technology, which of course raises 
ethical questions about whether they are helpful or actually part of the problem 
– a question central to artists Heidi Morstang’s and art duo Touchstones’ 
articles about their work in this issue. Artist and filmmaker Morstang reflects 
on the ethics of making in relation to her film Prosperous Mountain (2014) and 
series of electron micrographs Ringhorndalen (2020), about the Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault. For her, these represent protection and conservation of global 
biodiversity beyond the human, and o er a portal into the deep time of 
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ecology. In her article, she discusses the dilemma posed by engaging in 
activities that raise ecological awareness, yet may also harm the environment 
(in whatever small way). She asks whether the ethical imperative to make work 
in ecological ways can be in tension with the need to communicate 
environmental issues to wider audiences. Artist duo Touchstones’ article 
outlines the ecocentric method they have developed that foregrounds the 
ethics of making. Miche Fabre Lewin and Flora Gathorne-Hardy coin the term 
‘sympoiethics’, which they define as a practice of making art that emphasizes 
ecological, ethical interconnectedness. It is central to their collaborations with 
each other, other beings and their environments. 

Where Joe Gray’s report discloses a love of insects, I have to confess to an 
enchantment with the invertebrate phylum Mollusca: molluscs (or mollusks, 
in its US spelling) – and especially cephalopods and mussels. One project I’m 
working on with digital research and design consultancy Etic Lab and art 
collective 0rphan Drift explores ways octopuses might see the world di erently 
to humans; in another current project, I am adapting a fourteenth century epic 
poem called ‘Pearl’ from the perspective of freshwater mussels. I also pay a 
keen attention to others’ artworks about these molluscs (there is far more art 
about the charismatic octopus, that has eyes and expressions we might 
interpret, than about mussels, that do not possess faces). Art and design studio 
Burton Nitta’s Altered Ways of Being (2019), for example, aims to simulate the 
experience of being an octopus, as they put it, in the way the octopus brain is 
infused through its whole body, and in the extension of body and mind, 
through a series of physical and technological enhancements. They suggest 
that their ‘mind-extension’ helmet mimics octopus phenomenology by 
capturing biometric sensory data – temperature, brain waves from EEG 
sensors, pulse rate, moisture content – and translating them into a light and 
colour display. Octopuses and other cephalopods can produce complex displays 
of colour, pattern and texture on their skin. These displays have evolved to 
trick the eyes of their vertebrate predators and prey, but they also seem to 
channel creative responses to their environments.

A central problem for my own doctoral thesis is how to tell stories that 
account for the agency of these molluscs. My research investigates ways 
human sensory biases a ect our narratives about agency. It is probably not 
pointing out anything new to readers of The Ecological Citizen to observe that 
human-centred definitions of language and intelligence skew the ways we 
define agency. Assumptions about agency are often based on human goals and 
methods of attaining them; but also about what we recognize. As primatologist 
Frans de Waal and philosopher Eva Meijer both point out, making direct 
comparisons between di erent animals’ abilities or basing experimental set-
ups on human abilities are not the most e ective means of understanding 
other animals’ agency (de Waal, 2001; 2016; Meijer, 2019). Echoing Mather’s 
remark (quoted above), Meijer sums up this key point: “We also need to be 
careful not to use the human as a standard for measuring other animals, 
because this pre-excludes many of them, and makes it di cult to see them in 
their own right” (Meijer, 2019: 7). 
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In a talk given at a conference about octopus aesthetics, Mather (2020) 
describes how the standard test for animal cognition is the same as the test for 
human infant cognition: the capacity to recognize themselves in the mirror. 
Octopuses were long thought to be unintelligent as they repeatedly failed this 
mirror test. However, as Mather points out, for an animal that has no fixed 
shape and has eyes set at angles, that neither looks nor moves directly forward, 
the idea that they would recognize themselves in a mirror does not make sense. 
She suggests that their self-recognition is much more likely to be related to 
their highly honed olfactory-chemoreception sense, that enables them to 
detect a far wider range of smells as well as chemical and pheromonal 
signatures and traces in the water. Just as an octopus might struggle to pass a 
human mirror test, humans would fail an octopus ‘mirror test’ based on 
chemical recognition. How, then, can we humans even begin to think about 
what octopus aesthetics might be?

Mimesis, or imitation, is one of the ways we learn and make sense of the 
world; misapprehensions can stem from misrecognitions. It is easier for us to 
recognize ourselves in more similar animals: animals with a more familiar 
perceptual apparatus, who inhabit more similar kinds of environments, and 
who therefore respond to stimuli in more familiar ways. We look to recognize 
ourselves in other animals, when we look at them closely. Mathers’ warning 
that “the vertebrate experience is of limited applicability only”, for example, is 
one that is very hard to heed, for artists and scientists alike. Human tests of 
animal cognition are so often based on human assumptions that they should 
more accurately be described as testing animals for human cognition. 

Although they evolved convergently, octopus eyes have similar structures to 
those of humans and other vertebrates; however, they focus more like a 
camera’s eye and do not have the rods and cones that enable humans to see in 
colour. Octopuses produce elaborate colour displays but, counter-intuitively, it is 
unclear whether they can see the colours they produce for vertebrate eyes. It is 
easy to make assumptions about their displays being forms of semaphore 
communication, as they evolve to do in Adrian Tchaikovsky’s sci-fi books 
Children of Time (2015) and Children of Ruin (2019). Some of their mussel relatives 
produce elaborate visual lures that stunningly mimic small fishes, which the 
mussels themselves cannot see at all; they have evolved these lures for the eyes 
of the larger fish the mussels are trying to attract. The mussels are better visually 
mimetic artists than humans, without being able to see their displays.

Returning to Mathers’ mirror test, and trying to imagine from the sensory 
perspective of octopuses, we could compare this to the way humans produce 
complex pheromones to attract potential mates, but are unable to consciously 
make or read them in the way we can create and read visual signs. My own 
collaborative project, ISCRI (InterSpecies Communication Research Initiative), 
is based on research around octopus visual cognition, and premised on the idea 
of using aesthetic forms – artworks for octopuses. It is not about finding out 
the answer to the question of whether octopuses see in colour, but about 
inviting octopuses to communicate with us by responding to the artworks, 
should they wish to.



EDITORIAL | www.ecologicalcitizen.net

Vol 5 No 2 2022 | Page 107

Rebecca Burrill’s article argues that art is an expression of human aesthetic 
intelligence that is an innately ecological, nonverbal and reciprocal form of 
communication. She calls this extra-linguistic communication ‘primary 
languaging’, which she defines as embedded forms of gesture, song and dance 
inherent to communication between babies and mothers as much as between 
and across other animals, plants and ecosystems. Burrill argues that the 
sensory resonances, or ‘felt resemblances’, are ‘perceptual metaphors’ – and 
that these are ways we can communicate beyond our species-specific 
recognitions and languages, because of their dependence on a reciprocity that 
is deeply embedded and connected through long co-evolution in shared 
environments. As she says, “aesthetic intelligence is a process of 
communicating signs that have co-evolved and developed between entity and 
environment – place-other – from deep time”. In the Netflix documentary My 
Octopus Teacher (Ehrlich and Reed, 2020), about a diver’s relationship with an 
octopus, we see a play of reciprocal gestures and touch as octopus and man 
negotiate each other. An understanding of sorts appears to be reached between 
these two creatures, so alien to each other – evolved (recently at least) in such 
di erent environments – but we cannot know what this understanding might 
really mean for the octopus.

The interview between artists Joseph Walsh and John Cussans discusses art 
as a practice of the senses. They talk about performing close observations using 
all the senses, and being free from taxonomy or the burden of scientific proof. 
While naming helps us to identify, and to understand, it can also get in the way 
of understanding when the name or symbol replaces the real thing or animal – 
when the real thing becomes an abstraction. Cussans asks Walsh about what 
he’s learning from practicing herb meditations. For Walsh, it is a more 
ecological kind of slow art practice, that nurtures a sense of kinship with other 
very di erent kinds of beings. The herbal meditation practice encourages 
people to ask, “what does this plant want?” rather than “what is this plant?”.

For artist and filmmaker Rachael Jones, art can help makers, participants and 
viewers reconnect to landscapes or environments. She shows how she uses 
audio-visual materials not just as documentation or fieldwork recordings but 
to prompt thoughts on how we can connect and engage with the natural world. 
She aims to restore an idea of landscapes as environments we are immersed in 
and respond to sensorily, tangibly, rather than being something we look at 
from afar. She experiments with “what might emerge from working with 
people in, through and with nature, and how material approaches can help us to 
see ourselves as part of the same natural system”. She does this by working 
with human and nonhuman participants, using ecological processes and 
materials such as plant-derived photographic pigments, and encouraging her 
human participants to explore their own multi-sensory relationships to local 
environments.

In short, these articles show ways the arts can help to imagine the world from 
other, nonhuman and ecological, perspectives; to reveal and question our 
human linguistic, intellectual and sensory assumptions and biases; and to 
engage more closely with other beings and environments.
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Don’t Imagine
A green-themed digital artwork

Mez Breeze

Don’t Imagine consists of a green-themed artwork that can be experienced in 3D via a WebVR-
enabled mobile device, a desktop PC or a virtual reality device. The work muses on how to

reconceptualise our relationship with threatened species (in this case carpenter bees)
through positive action. The digital artist and writer Mez Breeze is the author and creator.

A note on navigaton from the artist:
“After loading the work at https://sketchfab.com/models/cd464f19d2aa404d8ee9a84ae1c65415/embed, 

please press the white arrow in the middle of the storybox to begin. After clicking on the white arrow, 
please test the ‘click and hold to rotate’ function to see how the story is designed to be experienced

in 3D and/or virtual reality, then click on the ‘Select an annotation’ bar at the bottom of
the storybox – or on either of the smaller arrows on each side of the storybox if viewing

vertically on a mobile – and click on the arrows to read. If you need help with the controls,
please click the ‘?’ located at the bottom right – you’ll find other controls here too.”

Higher-quality versions of artwork from this issue:

https://www.ecologicalcitizen.net/artworks.php?v=5&n=2
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Connecting people
with landscape

Rachael Jones

Rachael is a filmmaker and artistic researcher based in Cornwall.

Keywords: art

Citation: Jones R (2022) Connecting people with landscape. The Ecological Citizen 5(2): 110–16.

Higher-quality versions of artwork from this issue can be accessed at:

https://www.ecologicalcitizen.net/artworks.php?v=5&n=2

This piece explores the ways we can connect to the landscape through arts-
based and experimental filmmaking techniques, based on my own artistic 

practice. It is illustrated using a selection of sketches, diagrams and 
photographs that have emerged from an artistic research project that attempts 
to engage people with the Cornish landscape as co-creators, or, people who 
participate in the landscape. The motivation for my practice comes from a 
perceived disconnection to the natural world, or ‘landscape’. In art, the term 
‘landscape’ typically evokes a static, and often romanticized, scene viewed 
from a single perspective. My research aims to reclaim the idea of landscape as 
not just the land we have shaped, but as something that equally shapes us. 
Throughout my practice, audio-visual materials are not merely documentation 
or fieldwork recordings, but are used to provoke thoughts on how we can 
connect and engage with the natural world. 

Landscape and photography
In her book On Photography (1990), Susan Sontag questions the potential power 
dynamics between photographer and subject: “To photograph is to appropriate 
the thing photographed. It means putting oneself into a certain relation to the 
world that feels like knowledge – and, therefore, like power” (Sontag, 1990: 4). 
In an ecological context, this statement suggests the person holding the 
camera stakes their claim on what they are photographing. In the case of 
landscape photography, it is as if the land were a thing that could be owned 
through the photographic image. This form of ‘othering’ can position us as 
separate from and above nature.

In contrast, my suggestion is that we could be creating a connection through 
the act of taking a photograph. There is a focusing of attention that takes place 
when we engage with nature in a multi-sensory way, and a landscape as a 
subject is not necessarily objectified or othered. This would be a photographic 
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practice that immerses itself in the landscape rather than one that detaches 
itself from it.

Material culture researcher Sophie Woodward argues that photographs are 
objects that not only capture but, through their own material nature, produce 
knowledge. In this way, the photograph becomes its own object that actively 
mediates the person and landscape. Taking a photograph can thus produce 
“material and multi-sensory ways of knowing” (Woodward, 2020: 71),
where meaning becomes entangled in the methods and materials used to 
communicate our environments. 

Landscape architect James Corner (in Corner and Hirsch, 2014: 241) argues 
that landscape is a human construction that is understood through the image. 
As he puts it: “Landscape and image are inseparable. Without image there is no 
such thing as landscape, only unmediated environment”. While Corner makes 
a key point about the integral relation between image and landscape, his 
argument relies on a distinction between nature and culture, or the natural 
environment and humans – a distinction that belongs to a historically western 
perspective.

In contrast, like Woodward I would argue that images and photographs can 
aid a material understanding of, and engagement with, the natural world. A 
focus on the materiality of images subverts the dichotomy of nature–culture, 
allowing for a connection which, while mediated, is useful for seeing ourselves 
as part of the natural world. Further to this, I am interested in how a socially-
engaged artistic practice can help us understand our position in the landscape 
– beyond us simply representing it as a ‘distant view’ – through embodied 
understanding and co-creation. A socially-engaged practice, or socially-
engaged art, involves collaboration and participation in the creation of the 
artwork. People are often the “material of the work” (Tate Modern, 2022) and 
taking part in collective art-making can help to encourage conversation and 
connection around certain issues. As literary ecologist Joseph Meeker suggests, 
we need to work collaboratively and creatively in order to live and survive with 
the natural world (Meeker, 1980). In particular, rather than thinking of 
socially-engaged practices as strictly human-centred approaches, I am 
interested in what might emerge from working with people in, through and 
with nature, and how material approaches can help us to see ourselves as part 
of the same natural system. 

Reconnecting with the natural world
My artistic research started with the questions, how can we reconnect to the 
natural world and can this connection or engagement be adequately captured 
and related audio-visually? The perceived disconnection I felt from my natural 
environment was personal; I am from Cornwall but do not know the names of 
most plants, nor can I identify many rocks (though this knowledge is 
improving), and I knew this was not uncommon. A recent article published in 
BBC Future (Ro, 2019) discusses the importance of recognizing the under-
appreciation of plants in our own environments, or ‘plant blindness’. The 
e ects are mutual: not only does an understanding of plants encourage us to 
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look after the environment, but the connection is also good for our mental 
health. Despite this alienation from nature (that can be attributed to increased 
urbanization and time spent with devices), there seems to be a renewed 
interest in the arts, humanities and social sciences to reengage our 
understanding of the natural world through new interdisciplinary paradigms 
and knowledge. One of the dominant approaches in this ‘turn to matter’ over 
the last couple of decades is new materialism, which acknowledges matter as 
having its own agency and not separate from meaning, thereby challenging the 
nature–culture dualism (e.g. Barad, 2007).

In a similar drive to reconnect with nature and a concern for our impact on 
the world, many artists are applying natural pigments and dyes to their work. 
In photography, there is a rise in alternative processes such as lumen, 
anthotype and chlorophyll printing that experiment with plant-based 
pigments and properties to develop images as opposed to using industrial 
developers that harm the environment. In addition, plant-based processes can 
conceptually and practically reinforce the content of an artwork; for example, 
phenolic compounds, found in many plants, are the agents responsible for 
actually developing a photograph.

Not only do these techniques involve plant and landscape agents alongside 
human ones, but experimental processes can also allow for unexpected 
connections and interpretations. I am interested in this as a form of 
engagement, where a focus on materials and processes that form an image can 
be seen as an additional layer of co-creative engagement. For example, in my 
work Seaweed by Seaweed, there are traces of the handmade process on the 
surface of the image that make visible the human actor’s engagement in the 
image-making process. In a similar vein, photographer Stephen Gill aspires to 
let nature make the work as he tries to remove himself as an agent in the 
photo-making process. Apart from using plant pigments in his processing, he 
often installs cameras in nature that are triggered by animal and plant 
movement to get “nature’s perspective” (Louisiana Channel, 2021).

My own artistic research practice emerged from how I go about making film 
work. Walking is often the first stage of this process; it allows me to be in a 
landscape and experience the associated sounds and other sensations. I 
regularly pause and take photographs, audio recordings and sometimes 
sketches. This work becomes a record of process and a paused experience, 
which I may incorporate into the film. 

I recently designed and co-curated a project called Moving Landscapes, in 
order to extend my practice so that it involved more voices. Moving into 
socially-engaged practice, I was aiming for a more inclusive and collective 
understanding of landscapes, which could both engage participants and 
audiences, and help my own understanding through learning and connecting 
with others. Working with artists, all with a land-based practice, we each went 
on a specific circular walk around a di erent part of the Cornish landscape. I 
gave instructions which included making stops or pauses to record a section of 
scenery. We then made an audio recording that described what we were looking 
at or what was in that section of landscape. I printed the photographs and made 
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soundscapes from the fieldwork that became a further set of instructions for 
another group of people to engage with creatively. Crucially, this second group 
of participants were without access to the outdoors at the time, due to being 
vulnerable adults living with dementia (and their carers) during lockdown. The 
landscape packs o ered them a way to engage with sections of land that they 
would otherwise not have been able to access. Additionally, it o ered them a 
way into another person’s artistic practice that connects with nature using 
various photographic and artistic techniques and materials.

In my filmmaking practice, I am interested in how marks and traces can 
contribute additional layers of understanding as indicators of multi-sensory 
knowing through process, and how they can o er di erent insights and 
interpretations to the viewer. More recently, I have begun thinking about how 
marks and textures as layers on the film surface could signify the voice of 
someone who has participated in the film’s creation. Though this is still a work 
in progress, I am keen to develop this idea and make work where the social and 
material are not distinct from each other but co-exist, and are made visible 
through the filmmaking: working towards increased engagement and respect 
for the natural world, of which we are a part.
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Rachael’s images
Examples of these (all from 2020

and 2021) appear on the pages that follow.
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Trees and Roots (35mm stills film and collage)

Seaweed by Seaweed (image processed using seaweed developer)
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Scanned artworks by participants from the Moving Landscapes project
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Experiments in Engagement (film still)

Carn Marth Walk (film still)
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There have been a spate of recent works arguing that ‘despite appearances’ 
things are better now than in the past. A well-known example that I will 

focus on here is Hans Rosling’s posthumously published and best-selling book 
Factfulness: Ten reasons we’re wrong about the world – and why things are better 
than you think (Rosling et al., 2018). Rosling argues that we have an 
“overdramatic worldview”, which is “stressful and misleading” (p. 13). This is 
because our views on pressing issues – such as population growth, education, 
disease and the environment – are “not only devastatingly wrong, but 
systematically wrong” (p. 9).

Is he right? In many instances, he might be and, in some respects, Factfulness 
is indeed a “magnificent book” (O’Neill, 2018). However, it is also an excellent 
example of something that is all too common: a worldview distorted by 
anthropocentrism. Rosling, like most of us, tends to see progress from a 
human-centered perspective – a failing which I will term ‘Rosling’s fallacy’. 
Whether there is progress, and the world is truly improving, crucially depends 
on who is asking that question: is it just us, humans, or are we considering also 
the millions of other species with which we share the planet? Answering this 
prior question not only provides a deeper ethical perspective, but also adds an 
evolutionary and ecological dimension that is necessary to avoid inaccurate 
human-centred assessments of the state of the world. 

One of the few places where Rosling’s book considers organisms other than 
humans is its discussion of conservation and biodiversity. I will argue that his 
account is deeply misleading and unambiguously flawed – precisely because of 
its myopic anthropocentrism. Early in the book, there is a list of questions 
which Rosling used to test people’s factual knowledge of the world. In this list, 
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Question 11 is as follows (p. 5): “In 1996, tigers, giant pandas, and black rhinos 
were all listed as endangered. How many of these three species are more 
critically endangered today? A: Two of them B: One of them C: None of them.” 
The correct answer to this question is given later in the book: (C) None of them. 
Rosling writes (p. 190) that,

activists who devote themselves to protecting vulnerable animals and their 

habitats tend to make the same mistake I’ve just described: desperately trying to 

make people care, they forget about progress. A serious problem requires a 

serious database […] the Red List, where you can access the status of all 

endangered species in the world, as updated by a global community of high-

quality researchers […] Guess what? If I check the Red List […] I can see how, 

despite declines in some local populations and some subspecies, the total wild 

populations of tigers, giant pandas, and black rhinos have all increased over the 

past years.

Had Rosling checked that same list a bit more carefully, he might have 
discovered that the species where we know something about their conservation 
status are a minority (with a strong bias towards those closer to us, i.e. 
mammals and vertebrates [Cardoso et al., 2011; Rondinini et al., 2014]). And, 
even for that minority, things are not really as good as Rosling’s three selected 
examples might suggest. Furthermore, the baselines we use for our 
comparisons and analyses of trends in biodiversity are shifting and often 
originate from data produced in an already wildlife-impoverished planet 
(Pauly, 2019), in which many species have vanished and natural habitats have 
been strongly impacted by centuries or millennia of human activities 
(Laurance, 2010). The temporal dimension of the biodiversity crisis is indeed 
crucial, with its taxonomic biases, extinction lags (Tilman et al., 1994) and 
non-linear dynamics (Hanski, 2011; Estes, 2020). In “an indispensable guide to 
thinking clearly about the world”, as in Bill Gates’ quote on the cover of 
Rosling’s book, ‘whether things are better’ (for whom, by the way?) cannot be 
assessed using a short human life time-scale and observations on a few 
selected species. 

Let us see what happens if we expand a little on Rosling’s example of the 
conservation status of large ungulates and carnivores. Given that these are the 
charismatic animals conservationists and environmentalists typically use as 
‘flagship’ species, after investing so much money and e ort in their 
conservation, we should find reasons for optimism, shouldn’t we? 
Unfortunately, solid reproducible scientific evidence suggests otherwise. A 
comparison of the IUCN status of these large mammals in the 1970s with their 
IUCN status in the first decade of this century by Di Marco and co-workers 
(2014) – the same type of investigation Rosling urges his readers to do – 
concludes that “23% of all carnivore and ungulate species moved one or more 
red-list categories closer to extinction over 4 decades” (p. 1117), and that while 
“the conservation status of some species improved […] for each species that 
improved in status 8 deteriorated” (p. 1109).
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The black rhino, for instance, has indeed – as Rosling states – improved in 
terms of numbers since 1996, but it is more the exception than the rule, and we 
need to put even this fact into a broader context if it is not to be seriously 
misleading. The current population estimate for this species is about 5,000 
individuals from little more than 2,000 at the beginning of the Nineties (as 
reported by the IUCN rhino specialists at https://is.gd/n9En80). However, the 
IUCN webpage that provides this good news, also clearly says that this has to be 
compared with some 65,000 individuals in the 1970s. A quick look at the IUCN 
map for black rhinos (https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/6557/152728945) 
also suggests a sharp overall reduction in geographic distribution, with most, if 
not all, populations in the northern part of the range having gone completely 
extinct. And, although demographic estimates going back two centuries have 
huge uncertainties, it is not unreasonable to assume that, until the 1800s, black 
rhinos populated most of Africa in the hundreds of thousands (Western, 1987). 
This means that the current black rhino population is likely to be about 1% of 
what it was just 200 years ago – or, to put this another way, 99% of these 
magnificent terrestrial mammals have been wiped out by humans in the past 
two centuries.

To make this point less abstract, I draw an imaginary comparison using the 
population of Milan, my home-town. Suppose that during a very long war, in 
fewer than two centuries, its population of about 1.5 million people had been 
devastated by snipers, until it had become a series of small villages totalling 
fewer than 10,000 inhabitants. Would we call it progress if, over the last 20 
years, a few well-protected neighbourhoods allowed the city to return to 1% 
(15,000) of its original population size? This is what Rosling does with black 
rhinos. As shown, most of the other large terrestrial mammals have fared even 
worse as their decline has accelerated. And most of these species, including the 
‘lucky’ black rhino, are confined to a range which is a fraction of their original 
distribution and in which they typically occupy isolated fragments with little or 
no interbreeding among the small populations. In my imaginary scenario of a 
war-driven collapse of the population of Milan, the fragmented distribution 
would be the neighbourhoods where the survivors are, and between which they 
cannot move without being shot by a sniper. 

When we are not fooled by a baseline rapidly shifting towards progressively 
smaller and fragmented populations, we see that things aren’t great for black 
rhinos (or for tigers and giant pandas) despite recent small, and often short-
lived, increases in numbers. In the last century, the main trend in terrestrial 
vertebrates is one of sharp population decline. As Ceballos and co-workers 
write (2017: E6089),

the rate of population loss in terrestrial vertebrates is extremely high – even in 

‘species of low concern’. In our sample, comprising nearly half of known 

vertebrate species, 32% (8,851/27,600) are decreasing […] In the 177 mammals 

for which we have detailed data, all have lost 30% or more of their geographic 

ranges and more than 40% of the species have experienced severe population 

declines (>80% range shrinkage).
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This study, as others before and after, converge on a well supported general 
conclusion. Beyond extinctions (happening in vertebrates at a rate no less than 
100 times faster than expected before the human domination of the planet 
[Ceballos et al., 2015]), a vast number of populations are in decline and the rate 
of the human-induced sixth mass extinction is accelerating (Ceballos et al., 
2020). Many populations survive only in small numbers and tiny ranges, and 
might soon disappear (Ceballos et al., 2020). The decline in well-studied 
species in fact indicates a general environmental degradation, which happens 
in regions populated by many other, less well known, organisms. As habitat is 
lost and human impacts continue to increase, these ‘data deficient’ groups will 
likely follow the same unfortunate fate of better known species.

By overlooking extensive scientific evidence and by providing a misleading 
example to support his claims about progress, Rosling’s discussion of 
biodiversity makes precisely the same mistake he condemns in others – where 
we allow ourselves to be governed by preconceptions (in his case, an 
anthropocentric optimism), rather than by ‘factfulness’. This is a point already 
raised by other critics of the book, and one that, they argue, applies not just to 
Rosling’s attitude towards biodiversity and conservation, but also, more 
broadly, to many other aspects where he seems to have misreported the 
complexity of major world problems that still await a solution (e.g. Berggren, 
2018; Götmark, 2018).

For all the progress we humans have made in such matters as reductions in 
infant mortality and global poverty – that Rosling celebrates in his beautiful 
but narrowly anthropocentric book – somebody has paid and is still paying a 
huge price: this is hundreds of thousands of other species on Earth. We have 
overexploited terrestrial (Laurance, 2010; Goulson, 2019; Ceballos et al., 2020) 
and marine (Roberts, 2007; Cury and Pauly, 2020) habitats, and overcame the 
limits of the ecosystem carrying capacity only through the profligate use of 
energy from fossil fuels (Barnosky, 2008). We have become the dominant 
animal (Ehrlich et al., 2008) with the total human mass being almost ten times 
(more than 20 times, in fact, if we include livestock) that of all wild mammals 
together (Bar-On et al., 2018). Even where we have made real progress, we have 
also created new problems, and whether that progress can be made sustainable 
in the longer term remains a di cult and open question (Lewis and Maslin, 
2018; Sachs, 2020). When we abandon anthropocentrism and embrace an 
ecocentric view, the damage we have caused and are causing to other species is 
before our eyes, measurable and undeniable (Tollefson, 2019). Its 
consequences are beginning to hit us as well (Rockström et al., 2009): the 
planet is warming and climate is changing; extreme weather events are 
becoming more common; atmospheric, water and soil pollution is widespread, 
and ocean acidification increases; the cycle of nutrients like nitrogen and 
phosphorus is disrupted; aquifers are depleted, river networks disrupted and 
freshwater resources overused. This ‘dark side’ of progress cannot be swept 
under the carpet. ‘Rosling’s fallacy’ is a common mistake in measuring 
progress, but one we have to correct. Regretfully, Hans Rosling is no longer 
with us to do it, but I am confident he would have agreed that factfulness 
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cannot be anthropocentric: biodiversity is in decline and we do face the risk of a 
sixth mass extinction.
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Zoonotic diseases such as Ebola, Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), 
Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS), and now COVID-19 have 

claimed millions of human lives (Jones et al., 2008). Some of the biggest 
contributing factors to the emergence of zoonotic diseases are land-use change 
(especially that resulting from intensified agriculture together with habitat 
destruction), the trade in wildlife and wild meat consumption (Ferreira et al., 
2021). The emergence of zoonotic diseases is just one of the consequences of 
these human activities. The loss of habitat and unregulated direct exploitation 
of wildlife are also major contributing factors to the widespread loss of 
biodiversity around the world; bird, amphibian, mammal, reptile and fish 
populations have plummeted 68% in just 50 years (WWF, 2020).

The primary mechanism to protect wildlife from exploitation in most 
countries is protected and conserved areas such as national parks, wildlife 
sanctuaries and community reserves. These play a measurable and significant 
role in preventing land-use change and thus reduce the risk of emerging 
zoonotic diseases (Ferreira et al., 2021) and biodiversity loss (Gray et al., 2016). 
The e ectiveness of these protected and conserved areas vary (Leverington et 
al., 2010) but su cient and well trained frontline sta  is a key requirement for 
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e ective protection from threats such as poaching (Moore et al., 2018). As the 
frontline sta , rangers are the primary deterrence to illegal activities within 
these areas. Rangers also fulfil many other roles – including land management, 
working with local communities, monitoring wildlife and human activities, 
providing environmental education and enforcing relevant laws.

Despite this vital and di cult role, the ranger profession is one fraught with 
risk, and often little reward. Working condition surveys completed by rangers 
across three continents (Asia, Africa, and Latin America) and 26 countries have 
provided further weight to this assertion (Figure 1; Belecky et al., 2019). The 
o cial death toll of rangers is also telling in this regard, with at least 1,312 
rangers losing their lives while on duty between 2009 and 2021 around the 
world (International Ranger Federation, 2021). Thirty-nine per cent of these 
cases were homicide followed by other causes such as attacks from wildlife, 
accidents and occupational-related illnesses. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
further devastated the workforce, with nearly 500 rangers losing their lives to 
the disease between July 2020 and May 2021 (International Ranger Federation, 
2021). Despite the dangers and importance of their work, approximately half of 
surveyed rangers reported not having access to adequate shelter, uniforms or 
boots.1 The health, hygiene and other welfare conditions of rangers is also 
substandard. Of those surveyed, 57% never or rarely had access to clean 
drinking water on patrol, 49% did not have access to clean drinking water at 
ranger stations and 44% lacked access to a toilet. These dangers and poor 
hygiene conditions are further compounded by an apparent lack of medical 

Figure 1. Key results from the world’s most comprehensive survey of rangers 
spanning three continents and 26 countries, highlighting the working conditions 
rangers face on a regular basis. Data from Belecky et al. (2019).
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treatment and medical and life insurance. Only 48% of rangers reported a 
belief that the medical treatment available to them, when needed, would be 
adequate; only 42% stated that their employee insurance scheme provided 
compensation in case of serious injury on the job; and a mere 38% stated that 
this scheme included life insurance. Rangers are often the only income-
generating member of their immediate families, meaning this final grim 
statistic has significant consequences for ranger families.

Considered essential workers in many countries, a great number of rangers 
have continued their work during the pandemic – in some cases, at an 
increased level of intensity. Because many rangers are government employees, 
in some countries they are being assigned to support roles in addressing the 
health crisis. Rangers are being diverted from their normal jobs to distribute 
food, transport personal protective equipment, conduct international border 
patrolling to control virus spread, enforce pandemic regulations among local 
communities, and other pandemic response activities (Singh et al., 2021). 
These additional activities are potentially adding to what are already excessive 
working hours, with surveyed rangers working an average of 72 hours per 
week, a fact undoubtedly harming their physical health (Pega et al., 2021). 
Many have been cut o  from their families for longer than usual due to 
lockdown measures. A third of surveyed rangers ‘strongly agreed’ that 
protected area budgets have been adversely a ected by the pandemic, 
negatively impacting their daily activities. More than half of surveyed rangers 
reported personal impacts such as salary delays and reductions in living 
conditions, resulting in two-thirds of rangers reporting concerns regarding 
their financial well-being as a result of the pandemic. 25% of rangers also 
reported not having access to adequate insurance to cover the treatment of 
COVID-19 despite having to continue their work, often in close contact with 
local communities (Singh et al., 2021). It has been assumed by many that 
rangers will be somewhat protected from virus transmission because the 
nature of their work often keeps them away from urban social gatherings. This 
may be the case; however, more than 70% of surveyed rangers expressed 
concern about contracting the virus at the time of the survey. This reported 
fear may be due to a perceived di culty in receiving adequate treatment 
should they contract the virus. 

Rangers are clearly vitally important for the protection and preservation of 
biodiversity around the world. While their crucial role in addressing our current 
biodiversity crisis is recognized (although insu ciently so, as evidenced by 
their poor working conditions) it is becoming ever more clear that rangers are 
also essential planetary health workers. For humanity to avoid wildlife-borne 
zoonoses in the future, we need e ective protection of wild places and wildlife, 
in addition to improved regulations, laws and government action on the illegal 
and unsustainable wildlife trade. Rangers will continue to be vital to the 
delivery of the ‘One Health’ approach, which stipulates that we must work 
across multiple sectors to achieve better public health outcomes.2 The ‘One 
Health’ approach is critical to addressing health threats in the animal, human 
and environment interface, and rangers work directly at this interface. 
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Given this crucial role, it is both necessary – and, we would argue, a moral 
obligation – to enhance the working conditions of the world’s rangers, 
including rangers employed in the public sector as well as community and 
indigenous rangers. In order to achieve the goals of the ‘One Health’ 
approach and battle the extinction crisis, we need a professional and well-
supported ranger workforce. For the sake of wildlife, the wider human 
population and rangers themselves, we must work to ensure their welfare. 
Steps are currently being taken. The recent formation of the Universal Ranger 
Support Alliance (URSA) – a collaboration between some of the world’s 
largest conservation organizations – is a step in the right direction (see 
https://www.ursa4rangers.org/). Through their action plan, URSA aims to 
enable and advocate for better training, support, safety and equality for 
rangers, which in turn enhances recognition of their work and supports their 
capacity to build trusted relationships with communities and other 
stakeholders. Close cooperation between environmental non-governmental 
organizations, the International Labour Organization (ILO), and World 
Health Organization (WHO), should also pave the way to a better future for 
rangers. The ongoing development of occupational safety and health 
guidelines and ranger welfare guidelines are examples of positive steps 
towards a better protected ranger workforce. While momentum is generating, 
we must ensure that we continue and expand the e ort to support rangers, to 
protect the world’s wildlife and ourselves.

Notes
1 All survey data in this and the following paragraph are from Belecky et al. 

(2019).
2 Two useful accounts of the ‘One Health’ concept and its history are Gibbs 

(2014) and Destoumieux-Garzón et al. (2018).
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Our species is increasingly disconnected from nature – such that even 
references to other forms of life in our popular media have diminished 

greatly (Kesebir and Kesebir, 2017). Put simply, one cannot conserve 
something about which one does not know. How, then, can an ecocentric 
worldview be cultivated in those isolated physically and emotionally from 
nature? I suggest that one way this can occur is through participation in 
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-playing Games (MMORPGs) – which can 
act as model worlds in which players, through participation in a shared 
planetary story, become emotionally invested.

My first encounter with the world of Azeroth in the MMORPG World of 
Warcraft, as a thirteen-year-old with no connection to nature, was a 
profoundly transformative experience. Rebirth into the Yggdrasil-inspired 
land of Teldrassil – a mountain-sized tree within whose branches whole 
villages and glistening lakes sit – brought feelings of vastness and 
wonderment (Fig. 1). But it was my metamorphosis into one of the ancient, 
nature-attuned Night Elf race which stirred in me an appreciation of the rustic, 
the storied and the ephemeral. This experience brought forth outward-looking 
and non-anthropocentric modes of thought, which I would have otherwise 
never accessed.

While my receptiveness and willingness to escape into the in-game world 
may have strengthened this e ect, studies have illustrated how mental 
wellbeing can be increased through virtual nature emphasizing diverse 
aesthetic and acoustic elements (Valtchanov et al., 2010; Hoppmann, 2021). 
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Despite the low-fidelity graphics of games at that time, it was enough to 
explore a space seemingly more pleasant and at peace than my own, even if 
monsters roamed the wilds. If this sounds saccharine to you, I contend along 
with philosopher Roger Scruton that “Beauty speaks to us not of things that we 
want, but of things that we ought to want, because human nature requires 
them” (Scruton, 2011: 123). Scruton depicts us as a species innately desirous of 
harmony and freedom, and his words ring true when one considers how, once 
we have made a connection with nature, we often seek solace in its vastness 
and quietude.

It may be tempting to think I was already appreciative of nature in some way, 
but it was the richness and splendour of this virtual world alone that did the work. 
As a tabula rasa, I had to be shown the beauty and value of nature; World of 
Warcraft was what allowed me to see. Indeed, I am able to trace the following 
development in my early journeys. First, there was only an external awareness of 
play as I learned the game’s controls; next came attachment to the Night Elf 
persona through interaction with items such as herbs and pelts, as well as with 
others of my race; this developed into an intrinsic drive to explore glens, groves 
and shrines within the local environment; later, discovering new landscapes and 
species gave a fuller appreciation of a grander world-picture; and, finally, a sense 
of the importance of Azeroth as a living world to be experienced for its own sake.

As the years went on, the fantastical environments and peoples I encountered 
made me strive for something more and served as a direct call to action. Having 
stepped out of Plato’s Cave, as it were, I became aware of the existence of green 
spaces in the real world; the desire to explore Azeroth was transposed to my 
homeland of Scotland. When I started volunteering at reserves and country 
parks, I sought to emulate the sensibilities not only of my Night Elf 
counterpart, but those of a cast of non-player characters – wise elders and 

Figure 1. Teldrassil, a forest region in World of Warcraft designed to introduce 
Night Elf neophytes to Azeroth (see copyright statement at end of article).
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principled heroes – who had in them a spark of the ecocentric. The meaning I 
found within the fantasy world became my meaning in the real world and the 
two were mutually enhanced. Instead of battling fire demons to save charring 
forests, I planted trees; and learning the in-game Herbalism profession turned 
into plant identification skills. Melded into all of this was a budding interest in 
heritage, which had been kindled by Night Elf lifestyles and architecture and, 
more broadly, the many venerable cultures, races and species to be found 
across Azeroth, all deserving of understanding and preservation. This applied 
even to creatures like sentient spiders and wolves which, though largely 
hostile, had their own languages and customs, and could sometimes voice their 
concerns about environmental catastrophe.

Passage into other worlds with which I could feel as one had been my Ur-
passion. The Lord of the Rings Online, for example, infused Tolkien’s love of 
nature by promoting professions such as scholarship, forestry and farming, 
again potentially opening one’s eyes to the existence of such fields and 
concerns. In the case of World of Warcraft, what started as uncritical gaming to 
while away the hours before the next school day became a source of creativity 
and inspiration. It is a testament to the power of virtual spaces that, having 
been directed by the game to seek and care for nature in my own small way, I 
still devoted time to the contemplation of its landscapes. Whether the rolling 
plains of Mulgore or the snowy peaks of Dun Morogh, I would spend hours 
soaking in the ambience of these places, observing their ecological diversity, 
and wishing my own world could be more like Azeroth. Scruton (2018) argues 
similarly that the consolation of imaginary things is not nullified because they 
are imaginary, evoking Tolkien (2014) himself, who suggests that escape is not 
to be scorned as hollow fancy but seen as a tool for evaluating one’s own world 
from the perspective of another.

Though the nature focus of World of Warcraft is present only in respect to a 
selection of its imagined locations and races, there has always been a focus on 
participatory striving in a majestic world and a sense of connectedness 
between players because of their shared status as inhabitants of Azeroth. This 
community focus is most strongly seen on those servers dedicated to role-play, 
wherein players act out their fabricated personas and take part in themed 
events (Fig. 2). Certainly, the fantasy MMORPG is especially well-placed to 
instil a world-aware and ecocentric mind-set since these games often exhibit 
massive, awe-inspiring realms much larger than (but still important to) 
oneself. Bainbridge (2010) suggested that they allow for meaningful contact 
with varied ecologies and cultures, as well as giving players the opportunity to 
take part in societal movements (Fig. 3). Furthermore, MMORPGs fully employ 
the principle of embodied experience – understanding a world from the inside 
– and the rhetorical-communicative nature of existence within these worlds, 
where player consequences matter, may help promote ecocentric thinking 
(England, 2015). Indeed, the upcoming MMORPG Ashes of Creation promises a 
highly dynamic system allowing players’ choices quite literally to shape their 
surroundings and societies. In this sense, environments are not always mere 
backdrops for adventures.
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Having said all of this, I still remain wary of suggesting time-intensive and 
addictive MMORPGs as a means of instilling ecocentrism. It is telling that my 
own adventures in Azeroth lasted from 2006 to 2019, albeit with considerable 
periods of disenchantment. One reason for this is that, despite advances in 
technology increasing the complexity of gameplay, most MMORPGs remain 
wedded to a rather simplistic, even juvenile, ‘frontier’ ethos. Nonhuman 
animals, plants and minerals – made artificially prolific to accommodate 
thousands of players – are treated as disposable entities to be gathered or 
destroyed for power-advancing equipment. This gameplay loop unfortunately 

Figure 2. A large-scale event held on a popular role-playing server in the Night Elf 
capital of Darnassus where players representing various factions gathered to 
discuss an impending threat to Azeroth (see copyright statement at end of article).

Figure 3. Here the guild ‘Tree and Leaf Travel’, formed by the author for 
likeminded adventurers to study flora and fauna, discuss an expedition through 
the Redridge Mountains (see copyright statement at end of article).
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ties advancement to resource consumption. I suggest, however, that such 
systems are merely hangovers from old business models and the result of 
unimaginative design based on faux medieval tropes. Little about the genre 
suggests MMORPGs always need to operate in such ways. 

Less gamification and a focus on more pro-social systems which emphasize 
exploration and role-play between players in immersive settings would be 
highly beneficial. Worlds in which creatures are more wondrous because of 
their scarcity, and where player reputation is tied to how they treat other 
beings, must surely be a boon. And though still potentially a rming 
anthropocentrism, the nuanced acquisition of resources may yet allow players 
to see nature as fundamentally sustaining. In all, I would like to see MMORPGs 
that are more akin to experimental social simulations rather than mechanics-
heavy games. Designers could even take from ‘walking simulators’ such as 
Firewatch, as well as inventive nature experiences such as Shelter, Flower and 
Cloud Gardens (Fig. 4). Imagine players as seedheads or songbirds, for 
example. 

There remains, however, another serious argument against my case: the risk 
of players valuing the virtual over the real world (Layfield, 2017). Though these 
games may only be suitable for, and liable to work upon, those already of a 
conscientious disposition (as hinted at by Glennon, 2016), avenues exist 
whereby instant-gratification mechanisms and power fantasies can be 
tempered, perhaps even turned outward to an appreciation of our world. Since 
the pull of surrogate nature can only extend so far, lack of sensory feedback 
may eventually instil the desire for a genuine connection with real spaces. 
Furthermore, the inescapable knowledge of game-playing must impart an 
understanding that the unreal world has been modelled on something greater, 
another incentive to know our planet more fully. This could be as simple as an 
enthusiast realizing that their chosen game’s art and design has – indeed, can 
only have – Earth-inspired sources. And although I maintain that otherworldly 

Figure 4. [A] Firewatch, [B] Shelter, [C] Flower, and [D] Cloud Gardens.

A B

C D
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depictions of natural beauty can provide a heightened sense of wonder, I wish 
to clarify that real nature is superlative since virtual nature, however fantastic, 
cannot by definition exist.

I therefore concede that an MMORPG need not necessarily be set within a 
secondary world to instil an ecocentric mind-set. Through comparison with a 
version of Earth shown to have flourishing ecosystems and human 
communities living in tune with their surroundings, knowledge of Earth’s 
marred state can be delivered more directly, initiating a process of awakening. 
Similarly, one’s adventurous avatar itself could grow into an aspirational 
image and emulated by a player’s becoming fit and active out of doors. Finally, 
lasting digital relationships do often materialize in the real world, for example 
at meetups and conventions.

Though I no longer play other genres of video games, MMORPGs and the idea 
of virtual worlds still fascinate me because of their benefits, and I credit my 
time in Azeroth with helping me on the path toward becoming an ecologist and 
imbued with a broad conservation ethic. I certainly do not mean to diminish 
the value of real-world forms of engagement such as forest schools and 
wilderness skills courses, but sometimes the virtual is all that one has. At the 
very least, exposure to beautiful representations of nature, even if unreal, 
might help another young person, if they ever find themselves in a lightless 
plantation or beside a polluted stream, ask why it must be this way and how 
can they help.

Copyright statement for Figures 1, 2 and 3
©2004 Blizzard Entertainment, Inc. All rights reserved. World of Warcraft, 
Warcraft and Blizzard Entertainment are trademarks or registered trademarks 
of Blizzard Entertainment, Inc. in the US and/or other countries.
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Organic art

Maria Medina-Schechter

For over twenty years, Maria has worked with colour, language, text and 
various textures. Her primary media used to be oils, collage and resin, but 
today she works only in organic and living materials. Trained in painting and 
sculpture, she enjoys both equally, and loves to inspire curiosity, joy, and 
engagement through her work. She became disabled in a car accident in 2018. 
Because the disability a ects sensory capacities in her hands, Maria’s works 
have become more organic and textural, utilizing objects from nature to create 
forms intended for healing and raising the human spirit.
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Maria Medina-Schechter is an organic painter and mycelium explorer. Her 
fungi journey began when she learned about the work of mycologist Paul 

Stamets from a talk he gave at Burning Man in 2011 (https://paulstamets.com/). 
She later joined a mycological club in Redwood City, CA, in 2014, but she never 
thought that in 2021 she would be growing a well out of mycelium – the web-
like vegetative structure from which mushrooms flower and grow. After 
seeing  Fantastic Fungi, a 2019 American documentary film directed by Louie 
Schwartzberg (https://fantasticfungi.com/), a major takeaway for Maria was 
the acknowledgement of solid scientific study backing the use of mycelium as a 
natural resource. Recent studies of mycelium have confirmed its ability to 
send  and receive communication between fungi, trees and other plants, a 
decentralized form of thinking without the use of a central brain. 

As a recent recipient of the Fantastic Fungi Global Summit Scholarship, 
Voices From The Underground, Maria is sharing her important findings with 
the public. The scholarship has informed her work in such a way that she 
cannot imagine her introduction to mycelium without it. Experiencing this 
living matter was a beautiful experience, and without the scholarship material 
and its many participating authors (such as artists, scientists and 
anthropologists Jack Kornfield, Michael Pollan, Rob Garza, Tiokasin 
Ghosthorse, Paul Stamets, Andrew Weil, Deepak Chopra and Merlin Sheldrake) 
she wouldn’t have grasped the importance of mycelium as deeply. Highlighted 
in her workshops are the importance, value and artistic opportunities of the 
fungi kingdom. That is not something you learn simply from holding a bag of 
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mycelium, but only from working closely with this living material. 
Maria is creating a series of mushroom paintings she calls ‘recipes’. This 

work is organic painting with recipes composed of co ee and carrots; green tea 
or pomegranate; blueberries and mycelium on watercolour paper made 
entirely from post-consumer waste. The works are experiments in the 
chemistry of local colour. She shares the science and art to inspire new ideas. 
Her process includes the use of only organic fruits and vegetables which she 
boils down into inks. She uses alcohol, and lemon to change the pH, as well as 
heat and oxidation to bake the work and seal the mycelium that has been 
grown into the paper. 

The primary goal of ecologists is to improve their understanding of life 
processes, interactions and the biodiversity of organisms; as an eco artist, 
Maria pursues the same goals to improve our understanding of life processes 
and create adaptations so we use healthier materials for a healthier world. She 
believes that eco art is important because it raises awareness of the dangers 
facing the planet and promotes conservation.

Purple turkeytail
On watercolour paper made from 100% post-consumer waste (8 × 8 inches). 
Recipe: blueberries, co ee, carrots, mycelium, clay, mica minerals and salt.
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Orange mycena
On watercolour paper made from 100% post consumer waste (12 × 12; 2021). 

Recipe: beets, oranges, mica minerals, salt, clay and ink.

Orange mycena (detail)
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The Well-Within
Living sculpture, made of 
mycelium, which took 554 
hours to grow (19 × 20 inches).

The Well-Within (detail)
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Making imprints

Heidi Morstang

Heidi is an associate professor in photography at the University of Plymouth, 
UK.
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NN: Are you an optimist or a pessimist?
AN: An optimist!
NN: (astonished) Really?
AN: Yes, a convinced optimist – when it comes to the twenty-second century.
NN: You mean, of course, the twenty-first?
AN: The twenty-second! The life of the grandchildren of our grandchildren. 
Are you not interested in the world of those children?
NN: You mean we can relax because we have a lot of time available to 
overcome the ecological crisis?
AN: No, every week counts. How terrible, shamefully bad conditions will be in 
the twenty-first century, or how far down we have to start on the way up, 
depends on what you, you, and others do today and tomorrow. There is not a 
single day to be lost. We need activism on a high level immediately.
– Naess (2008: 308)

As an artist working with film and photography from a deep ecology 
perspective, I am interested in advancing our understanding of the shared 

environment, by examining human intervention in nature. My artworks are 
made during interdisciplinary expeditions to unfamiliar geographic and 
conceptual terrain. Through the creative process, I seek an understanding of 
time, history and ecological concerns. In particular, I am interested in how the 
distant past impacts on the actions of today, and will continue impacting on 
the distant future. In this reflective text, I unravel some of the background to 
two of my artworks: my film Prosperous Mountain (2014) and the series of 
electron micrographs Ringhorndalen (2020).

In 2013 I travelled to the High Arctic archipelago Svalbard to make Prosperous 
Mountain, a short documentary film about the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, a 
facility that archives duplicates of food crop seeds for future generations 
(https://www.croptrust.org/our-work/svalbard-global-seed-vault/). The 
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ecologically fragile nature of the High Arctic features in the film, as well as 
human interventions of mining, transport and global seed storage. The film 
does not centre on the human endeavour to safeguard food crop security for 
the foreseeable future; however, it is a visual portrayal of a geographic region 
that is significant in the current climate emergency.

The High Arctic is a region that has attracted many scientists, artists and 
filmmakers to engage in scientific and artistic pursuits (e.g. Martinsson, 2015). 
Somehow, Svalbard places the human in a very direct relation to nature, and is 
a stark reminder of how we have exploited nature globally. The vulnerability of 
the Arctic archipelago to human activity is very tangible.

In 2006 I visited the exhibition The Ship: The Art of Climate Change by 
the  Cape Farewell Project at the Natural History Museum in London
(https://www.capefarewell.com/art-climate-change/). The exhibition presented 
works by artists and scientists who had travelled to the Arctic to create works 
about climate change. It had a profound e ect on me, as it o ered a chance to 
see artworks that questioned humanity’s short-term actions which will impact 
all life into the distant future.

The exhibition raised the question ‘What can art do in the face of the 
ecological crisis?’ – a question which continues to challenge and inspire me. 
Can art really promote a richer understanding of what actions are needed to 
contribute to a healthy ecosystem? ‘Of course!’ would be my immediate answer 
(to echo Naess’s remark quoted at the beginning of this reflection). However, 
underlying this answer there is unease: Why am I in the Arctic to make a film? 
Of course my wish is to create artworks that aim to facilitate a space for 
reflection and positive action that will benefit all life, but am I ethically 
justified in travelling to a vulnerable region in order to create such artworks?

Let me illustrate this unease with an anecdote from my time in Svalbard. The 
photograph (Figure 1) from the series The Road North is a photograph from 
Svalbard, where climate change is a visceral experience. I wanted to capture the 
very rapid light changes around the time of sunrise during winter weeks when 
change from polar night to polar day occurs, and to observe how these fleeting 
light changes responded to analogue film. Visiting this unique region, I felt I 
should not leave an imprint, as if I were intruding in a very fragile place. 
However, when changing a roll of film in the camera, a tiny piece of paper was 
caught in the wind. It was upsetting, as I could not catch it due to the strong 
winds. I had left a mark.

Despite leaving my footprints and the tiny piece of paper in this fragile 
territory, the physical imprint of the visit resulted in an imprint of time in the 
form of photographs and film that may contribute to positive change for this 
shared environment through reflection and action. As an artist, it is an 
anticipation that art has the capacity to inspire action that will benefit all life. 
Despite various ethical dilemmas concerning whether one should travel to 
remote regions to make art, what kind of technical processes and equipment 
are used, and other concerns, one has a responsibility for witnessing, 
recording and creating with respect for the legacy one leaves for the distant 
future.



PROFILE | www.ecologicalcitizen.net

Vol 5 No 2 2022 | Page 142

The second artwork inspired by my visit to Svalbard was my electron 
micrographs series Ringhorndalen (2020). During my visit, I heard about a 
collection of native flora seeds that are stored in the Global Seed Vault – in fact, 
the only flora collection in the vault. I was intrigued that plants could grow in 
such a barren and cold climate. A terrestrial biologist at the University Centre 
in Svalbard sent sixteen samples of Arctic flora seeds that she had collected in a 
sheltered valley in the archipelago. The idea behind my artwork was to optically 
investigate if one can see landscapes inside these tiny seeds that resemble the 
terrestrial landscape of the valley where they were collected.

In preparation for the electron microscope, I sliced the seeds into segments 
and covered the samples in gold dust. What emerged through the microscope 
were images that resembled extra-terrestrial landscapes; they appeared 
timeless, imaginary – an image of macrocosm within microcosm, a connection 
of the epic with the miniscule. They serve as reminders of the endless 
interconnectedness in nature, and that time refers to an immeasurable 
timescale. Yet – they are also simply images of tiny seeds of Arctic flora 
collected by a biologist’s hands in a valley in Svalbard during its brief
summer.

Figure 1. The Road North, a C-type photograph by the author (120 × 120 cm).
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Prosperous Mountain
Still from an experimental short documentary film directed and produced by 
the author (15 minutes 47 seconds; HD Colour; Digital Dolby 5.1 audio; 2014).

Ringhorndalen
Electron micrographs

(8 × 10 inches; 2014).

See following pages
for large versions.
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Deep discernment: A 
conversation between John 
Cussans and Joe Walsh

John Cussans and Joe Walsh

John (https://johncussans.com/) is an artist and writer who lives in Stroud. He 
leads the Arts in Health research group at the University of Worcester. Joe is an 
artist who lives and works in London (http://joseph-walsh.blogspot.com/).
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Herb meditations
John Cussans: Can you tell us about your herb meditation works? How did 
they come about? What was your inspiration? What is the process?

Joe Walsh: I attended a herbal medicine course at Walworth Gardens in 
London and I was struck by an exercise we did where we had to get to know a 
herb by drawing it and then drinking it as a tea and making notes. I was 
struck by sharing observations with a diverse group of people. We were all 
talking about something subtle, but palpable – similar feelings described in 
di erent ways – someone’s bodily feeling alongside someone’s inherited 
knowledge of the plant. To me the herb was a shared substance where its 
properties got everyone in the same state, then articulated di erently among 
the group.

To describe the basics of the process, it begins with some kind of 
meditation, settling into observing the same herb, first by drawing and 
writing any observations, and then by drinking it as a tea, noting any e ects 
on the body.

When I run it as a workshop I have tried various ways of preparing people, 
such as Japanese Tea Ceremony techniques or specific meditations. I 
encourage people to drop any classifications they know of the plant, to 
‘misuse’ language and to write anything that immediately comes to mind. We 
then share our observations. Looking up information in books is left to 
the end.
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Deep discernment
JC: A distinctive characteristic of fine art education and practice are prolonged 
periods of self-reflection during which an artist simultaneously explores a 
particular medium, a way of working and their emotional, psychological and 
physical reactions to that process. Fine Arts education has historically been 
understood as an education of the senses, an ethos often overshadowed by the 
spectacular brashness of much high-profile contemporary art. The prolonged 
periods of reflective awareness in a making process prepare a person for a slow 
and immersive engagement with the world and other beings. It seems to me 
that in your herb meditations you are slowly opening yourself up to a deep 
interaction with a specific plant, and by extension to an immersive 
engagement with the world. This process requires cultivating a state of subtle 
receptivity to the sensual properties and bodily e ects of a particular herb. Can 
you say something about your relationship to herbs and the ways artists work 
more generally?

JW: When I do close observation of herbs, when I am sitting there and letting in 
the herb, I can get clues from its form, design, touch, smell and taste. These are 
experiential observations but I can’t help but make analogous connections.

I think as artists we are free to discern from this, and not necessarily go to 
botanical terminology, or require science to a rm the findings. Many artists 
think analogously, and so you could say the outcome of an artwork is the fine 
tuning of feelings, observations and experiences.

So from this description of the artist it could be said that this way of 
experiencing the world gives something apt for making thinkable our 
coexistence with nature, of becoming ecological. It is a more murky area that 
doesn’t rely on facts. I am describing the artist as Animist here.

Just to give a recent example, in observing the Marshmallow plant I 
experienced a feeling of ease and relaxation, which I connected to the way it 
creates mucilage in the body – which made me think of fluidity as necessary 
physically as well as emotionally. This goes deeply into physics and psychology.

I like what you are saying that the artist’s sensitivity can be overshadowed by 
brash contemporary art. There is a suggestion here of artists focusing on the 
exploring rather than producing a brash art work.

Scrolling to infinity
JC: In our discussions we often return to problems associated with the 
increasing presence of digital communication in our social and professional 
lives. This is very evident in the generation now known as iGen (or Digital 
Natives) who have never known a world without iPhones and the internet. In a 
culture in which images are generated and circulated at an unprecedented scale 
and speed, methods of making that are modest, thoughtful, slow and delicate 
o er an antidote to the unthinking quality of contemporary image production. 
Can you say something about how your herb meditations project is partly a 
response to the loss of direct connection with physical, sensual living things, 
other beings and nature?
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JW: I would say here a term I have been using for activities such as looking at 
herbs: ‘o ine non-units of experiential knowledge’. Interpret the term as you 
will. There is encountering something and slowly observing it (e.g. drawing it) 
and then the stark contrast of simply taking a picture of it on a mobile phone 
and uploading that to Instagram. I have found myself intuitively moving away 
from internet and social media. For me, it all piles up; I get overwhelmed. I feel 
it keeps presenting a consumerist me back to myself, a tight loop of ‘me stu ’, 
and tools to self-administrate.

If becoming ecological requires ways of making thinkable how we coexist 
with nature, we need to let in what’s not-me, or to be informed by it. I can’t get 
that at the moment with online habits. I would say certain neurotypes cannot 
cope with online overload.

‘Scrolling to Infinity’ suggests that you can scroll forever and the algorithm 
will supply feedback. It describes well an instance of negotiating an infinite sea 
of information that is a new mental health problem to negotiate; it is having to 
order something immeasurable, and that creates an anxiety for many people.

Going to plants is to visit a kind of truth. They are about thriving, moving 
towards a fullness most of the time, an abundance, and one can be reminded of 
this. It is a way to get away from the proximity of the controlled destitution of 
consumer narratives. I see it as putting myself in proximity to something 
favourable that I want to rub o  on me, rather than something toxic that I may 
end up replicating. It is not easy to shift from the endorphin hits of the screen 
to a more open and relaxed state; hence some infrastructure or ceremony like 
meditation is necessary. For people trying – yeah, it’s a feeling of being lost, of 
being away from where the attention is at. But it isn’t being lost, it’s 
transitioning – to be open.

I would prefer to be coming from the space of nature, reporting back to the 
others from nature. This abundance of nature, in turn, informs my relations 
with people.

Making art and being well
JC: We speak a lot about the importance of art making for wellbeing in your 
practice. Can you say more about how you understand the herb meditations in 
relation to the wider sense of ecological awareness and the therapeutic value of 
having a sensitive, open and exploratory relationship to the plants and herbs 
we eat?

JW: Doing the herb meditations, and also running workshops, creates a space 
for giving attention to something not you, in this case, a plant. It requires a 
shift in oneself from habituated thinking, to pick up on something subtle. I am 
letting its presence into my life by attention and intention. This incrementally 
and tangibly makes thinkable we are entangled, not just in theory, but in a felt 
way. That is being ecological.

Through these observations I consider the herbal properties as health 
benefits in what we eat. For example, Spring Tonic: apple cider vinegar infused 
with spring growth of Dandelion, Chickweed, Plantain and Cleavers. It captures 
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the spring growth and that energy. I have recognized this through observing 
and eating. One of my favourite cooking herbs is thyme, I observe it creates a 
heat that can be beneficial in di erent ways.

What’s the beef with Bonnington?
JC: Last year you made a film about Bonnington Café, the co-operative 
vegetarian café in London where you have been working for many years 
(http://bonningtoncafe.co.uk/). Can you say something about how your 
interest in herbs is related to the philosophy and ethos of Bonnington?

JW: Bonnington Cafe is a collective of cooks and there is a di erent cook each 
day. It evolved from the 1980s when the area was squatted. Its ethos is to have 
no manager, and decisions are made collectively. My way of describing this 
collective is people being attracted to this way of working, people with learning 
di culties, hidden neurodiversity issues, who have di culty finding 
employment. There is a certain independence, intuiting out work relations that 
is the same as how one listens to plants by being open and discerning.

We have developed two planters with herbs: one culinary, the other 
medicinal. We see it as a source for cooking, for the local community to pick 
and for doing herb drawing. We are trying to see how community relations can 
include the non-human nature of herbs, what that is. 

Neurodiversity and deepening of subtle relations
JC: You are currently mentoring a young person with learning di culties 
at  Bonnington as part of a programme known as Roots and Shoots
(https://www.rootsandshoots.org.uk/). There is an increased awareness of 
neurodiversity in the wider society and its implications for learning and 
education. Arts education, which as we have discussed requires students to 
reflect deeply and critically on their own motivations, emotions and 
perceptions, has been more accommodating of neurodivergence and di ering 
learning styles than some other educational pathways, particularly those 
dependent on writing and numeracy. Do you recognize a relationship 
between neurodiversity and the deepening of inter-personal and inter-
species communication and sensitivity?

JW: When I was training a student from Roots and Shoots with learning 
di culties, it was not immediately apparent to me what her issues were or how 
she was neurodiverse. But gradually I did. I was able to relate this to my own 
neurodiversity. I think artists can be very good at seeing the complexity of 
neurodiversity, as artists are all pretty much on the autism spectrum. An idea 
here: listen out for another human’s neurodiversity, as you would a plant, 
another species.

Let’s take a particular trait of someone who is neurodiverse. A highly 
sensitive person (I am thinking of Elaine Aron’s use of the term here) in an 
environment with lots of di erent stimuli may find it di cult to filter out the 
stimuli to concentrate on a specific activity; they get over-stimulated. The 
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flipside to this is that being highly sensitive is apt for interspecies and inter-
personal communication, having the sensitivity to discern subtlety and 
nuance.

Roots and Shoots in Kennington has a garden growing crops as part of their 
study. So there is an opportunity here to compare food freshly harvested, to 
food from a supermarket. This taps into a major issue of diet and reconnecting 
that back to food growing.

Inner explorations
JC: There is a strong sense that through your herb meditations you are going on 
a kind of inner journey with the plant. As a viewer of your watercolours, my 
own imagination conjures pastoral and sublime landscapes. For instance, I 
may see a forest on the edge of a lake illuminated by sunlight during a storm. 
There’s something quite hallucinatory about the images that speaks to the 
psychedelic experience of psychoactive plants. Can you say something about 
the psychonautical aspects of your herb meditations?

JW: The expression ‘psychonaut’ suggests being wrapped up in the self, not 
aware of anything outside of oneself or ‘o  with the fairies’. But as I have been 
describing the herb meditations, there is an ongoing dialogue between one’s 
idea of a singular contained self and letting in a plant which keeps redefining 
this notion of self into something that’s intermingling with other matter. This 
is genuinely psychonautical: letting in a plant as part of a constellation of 
the self.

Let me just give an example. I had a headache and I took Feverfew as a tea as I 
had heard it helps. What it did wasn’t to kill the pain, but replaced it with a 
warmth, and I was being held by that warmth. So rather than the eradication of 
the headache by a painkiller, Feverfew shifted me to another state. There is a 
complex orchestration here. This ‘state’ is somewhat the plant, and somewhat 
‘me’. The plant gives another angle on my idea of states which don’t wholly 
belong to me.

Psychonautical is the ever-shifting space of the self, discerning with its 
environment, becoming, fine-tuning.

Joe’s artworks
Examples of these appear
on the pages that follow.
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Robert Jensen: Our subject today is creativity, and I’m calling this 
conversation “A portrait of the artist as an old man.”1 I hope you don’t take 
o ense at being called old, or at being called an artist. You aren’t an artist in 
the traditional sense of having a career creating art, but we’ll explore how 
everyday life is creative and how we may all be artists in some sense. The idea 
of creativity, like many concepts, can be hard to define. Most people think of 
creativity as involving imagination, the capacity to see something in a new 
way, to make connections in new ways. But rather than trying to define it, 
let’s start with a di erent question. Where do you think creativity comes 
from?

Wes Jackson: My first, and easy, answer is simply – from everywhere. 
Something that didn’t exist a moment ago is now here. There’s a litter of 
kittens. There’s an asteroid that hits the Earth, wipes out the dinosaurs and 
makes it possible for a few small mammals to take o  in an evolutionary sense. 
There’s the bonding of two gases, hydrogen and oxygen, to yield water, 
creating wetness from gases, which we call emergence. Creativity can’t be 
stopped. The city of London burned in 1666 and came back as a di erent kind 
of city. And there’s Michelangelo’s David, da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, what we would 
call professional art. But from my view, what one sees when looking out the 
window is artwork. Creativity is just everywhere.
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RJ: When I asked you where you thought creativity came from, you 
immediately talked about the ecosphere, about the larger living world, what 
people sometimes call nature. Most people think of creativity as a human 
characteristic, but you went immediately to the ecosphere. Why does your 
thinking about creativity start with what is beyond the human?

WJ: Because I think that’s the most obvious. You look out at the world and it is 
constantly unfolding, bringing forth novelty. Creativity on the part of the 
ecosphere seems unstoppable, and humans just picked up on that. We like to 
create, too, in our own way, and there’s something deeply satisfying about 
that.

RJ: We’ve talked a lot about the importance of humility, about acknowledging 
our limits as human beings. Does your instinct to look first to the ecosphere 
have something to do with your concern about humans getting too uppity, too 
convinced of our own specialness? Am I reading too much into your answer? 

WJ: No, that’s not reading too much into it. Whether it’s the tropical rainforest 
or a coral reef or a never-ploughed native prairie, we’re looking at more than 
we can comprehend. And that generates an emotional jolt, as we ponder all 
that’s out there in the world. When I look out at the world, the lesson I see is 
that we shouldn’t take anything for granted. The only thing we can count on is 
change. Change is not necessarily surprising every time it comes, but there will 
always be a certain amount of amazement in watching it unfold.

RJ: Let’s focus for a bit on human creativity. What are the most creative things 
that you’ve done in your own life? What work of yours required the most 
creativity?

WJ: I would say the most creative thing that I have come up with is the idea of 
building a grain agriculture based on the way that nature’s never-ploughed 
prairie works. At the core of that is the ecosystem concept, the ecosystem as the 
primary unit of analysis. That came from a few particular experiences, pulling 
together a few ideas I had run into. In 1977 I was reading a General Accounting 
O ce report on soil erosion, which was about as bad then as when the Soil 
Conservation Service was formed in the 1930s. I wondered how that could be. 
Around that same time, I took students here at The Land Institute on a field 
trip to the Konza Prairie, where we could see no soil erosion beyond 
replacement levels. When I got home, I was thinking about both those things. I 
grabbed a brown grocery sack and started thinking about what plants humans 
depend on for food. From some plants we eat the seeds, some we eat the fruit, 
some we eat the roots, and some we eat grass and broadleaf. I came up with a 
four-by-four matrix with the di erent combinations: polyculture versus 
monoculture, woody versus herbaceous, annual versus perennial and fruit-
seed versus vegetative parts. That makes sixteen combinations in all, but four 
are irrational – for example, there are no woody annuals – and so that leaves 
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twelve possible combinations. It turned out that eleven of the twelve 
combinations were being used by humans in some useful manner, but there 
were no perennial grains for direct human use. As I was working on this, I kept 
thinking of something my major professor at North Carolina State University, 
Ben Smith, said to me. One night he wandered into my o ce and said, “We 
need wilderness as a standard against which to judge our agricultural 
practices.” Then he just turned around and walked out. That statement stayed 
with me. Out of all that thinking eventually came my book New Roots for 
Agriculture (1980), and now for several decades The Land Institute has been 
developing perennial grain crops that can be grown in mixtures, or 
polycultures. 

RJ: People might hear that story and think, well, that’s science – ecology, 
agronomy, plant breeding. But you immediately put it in the realm of 
creativity. If you were to take away any one of those things – reading about soil 
erosion, going to the prairie, your professor’s comment – do you think you 
would have come up with the idea? Is it an idea you would have landed on 
eventually?

WJ: I’ve wondered and I don’t know. I just know that all those factors were 
there and the idea came to me. Why had that idea not emerged earlier from 
someone else? The Russians worked on perennial grains back in the late 1930s 
and ‘40s, but as far as I know they weren’t thinking about the ecosystem as 
fundamental. Why did humans not pursue this 10,000 years ago at the origins 
of agriculture? Annual grains have been the primary problem of agriculture, 
with erosion and soil degradation. Humans got dependent on those annual 
grains and we just kept on keeping on, and soil erosion continued, 
civilizations rose and fell. We really needed perennial grains right from the 
beginning.

RJ: Let’s talk more about science and creativity. People often make a sharp 
distinction between the arts and the sciences, with the assumption that the arts 
are where we see real creativity and science is a more rational, almost plodding 
enterprise. Is creativity essential to the sciences as much as to art? 

WJ: I think so. There’s a lot of creativity in the sciences, and in engineering, 
too. But you don’t find it in galleries. Some of the products of that creativity 
would be too big to put in a gallery. Take the Brooklyn Bridge, for instance. 
That is a product of creativity, a work of art for its time. There are aesthetic 
considerations in building it that took a lot thought and creativity. I think a lot 
of engineers come up with ways of doing things that are quite creative. You also 
see it in smaller operations, such as on the farm, how people solve a particular 
kind of problem. A lot of human creativity comes out of problem-solving. 
Maybe I’m making the term too all-inclusive for some folk, but it suits me. 
Nature is producing a lot of creativity all the time. It can’t be stopped. 
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RJ: Some of the work on your own house might be unconventional, but it’s still 
standing more than four decades later. When people think about creativity in 
something like architecture, they tend to think of some fabulous, famous 
house. Those kinds of projects usually have a lot of money behind them, with 
rich people paying architects to design creative houses. But you’re talking 
about creativity that comes out of scarcity. Is there a relationship between 
scarcity and creativity?

WJ: There can be. I was in Oklahoma once, visiting a farm that had chickens 
and fish, and the farmer had come up with an elegant design in which the 
chicken manure dropped down into the water and the fish would eat it. I asked 
the man how he came up with that, and he said, “By being raised without 
having much money.” He was a creative guy, and he got a certain satisfaction 
from doing without. It’s like seeing the potential in a scrapyard. I have always 
liked going to the scrapyard, usually when I’m taking something to sell. I see 
pieces in the scrapyard and my mind begins to wonder about what I might do 
with that. If you’re not careful, you end up buying more scrap than you brought 
in to sell. Scrapyards are one of the great places for increasing the imagination.

RJ: Saving materials is important to you, even if you aren’t sure how you might 
use them. You told me you have been salvaging some lumber that had been left 
outside for too long, even though you don’t have a use for that lumber in mind.

WJ: That’s right. I don’t have a specific use in mind. I don’t know that it will 
ever get used. But I know that if I leave it out, eventually it will rot. I was talking 
to Wendell Berry about that the other day on the phone, about working to save 
lumber that I will never use. Very quickly he said something like, “It’s the right 
thing to do. It is sane.” I thought, well, that’s an interesting word to use there. 
Some people might look at me and say, “Good grief, this guy is going to be 85 
years old. He must be insane to do all that work for no reason.” But Wendell 
already had the response, recognizing that it is sane to be saving things. It’s 
like planting a tree knowing full well that you won’t be around to harvest the 
fruit. Part of life’s mystery, and one of the beautiful mysteries, I think.

RJ: You are saving lumber that has been outside and needs to come inside to be 
stored properly if it’s going to be useful in the future. But you don’t even know 
that your children or grandchildren will have a use for it. 

WJ: Whatever the outcome, it’s just the right thing to do. Someday there may 
be an auction, and someone may figure out a use for it. But it probably won’t 
bring much money. It’s certainly not worth my time in the way that money 
rewards our e ort. But you just do it. I suppose you would say there’s an 
existential reason. And now you’re back into the realm of mystery.

RJ: I introduced this conversation by saying that you’re not an artist in the 
conventional sense, but you recently had an art exhibition at the Birger 
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Sandzén Gallery in Lindsborg, Kansas, to display what you call your “art 
without ego” pieces. What is art without ego?

WJ: I have a sawmill, though I haven’t been using it much lately, and if you run 
o  a slab of a tree trunk and turn it over, of course you have a flat side to 
examine. A lot of what’s available now are ash trees because the ash borer is 
killing a lot of trees. So, I had an ash tree that had gone down and I sawed it up. 
I had a piece about a foot wide and seven feet long. As you go down the board, 
you see where the borers have penetrated that tree and created a design. I took 
one piece, which I have hanging on the wall, and explained how in that design 
you could see the story of the universe. There’s a big hole where a branch had 
been, and I called that the big bang. And down the board are patterns that I call 
galaxies being formed, and planets, and stars. Your imagination can go to work 
and say, by golly, this is the universe in miniature. It helps if you have a sense 
of humour and don’t take yourself too seriously. But your imagination goes to 
work, and I find that satisfying. I put that piece in the exhibit. After the 
sawmill, the only thing I might do to a piece is apply some oil to sharpen up the 
design a bit. Then I hang them up. They show the workings of those creatures 
that are producing elegant designs in the course of just getting a meal. That’s 
why I call it art without ego. Those insects don’t know what they’re doing, but 
the beauty is there.

RJ: I just imagined someone saying, “Wes, that is really nice, but that’s not 
really art.” And then I immediately thought about Jackson Pollack and his 
abstract splatter and drip paintings, which sell for millions of dollars. Those 
look pretty random to most of us. If I gave you a choice between your ash borer 
art without ego and a Jackson Pollack, which one would you find more creative 
or more interesting?

WJ: More interesting to me would be the ash borer. Your question reminds me 
of a challenge that I like to run by my artist friends. Imagine one acre of 
never-ploughed native prairie, and think about the Mona Lisa. You’re given a 
choice: you either have to plough that prairie or you have to burn the Mona 
Lisa. Which do you do? I say you hang on to the one acre and don’t plough. 
This isn’t a real choice, of course, it’s just a thought experiment. People might 
say the Mona Lisa is irreplaceable, but it’s more replaceable than the 
ecosystem of that one acre, which you can never recreate once it’s disrupted 
with a plough. That landscape is somewhere between 1.8 million years and say 
400,000 years old, as the ice pushed down a lot of that ground from Canada 
and parked it here in Kansas. How old is the Mona Lisa? Maybe 500 years. And 
we have a lot of photographs of it, and so why do we need the original Mona 
Lisa? What kind of species egocentrism is that? That material on that prairie 
was there before Homo sapiens. What’s all this fuss about the Mona Lisa? I like 
having that discussion, but people mostly want to move on. It’s an 
uncomfortable question.
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RJ: So, who or what was more creative? Leonardo da Vinci or the glaciers that 
advanced and retreated, and in the process created that landscape?

WJ: Those glaciers also gave us the fertility of those soils, which make 
agriculture possible. This connects to question of how we see the concept of 
God. Gordon Kaufman, who was a professor in the Harvard Divinity School, 
thought it was most productive to think of God as creativity, rather than as a 
creator (Kaufman, 2000). That’s the kind of thing that brings theology into 
alignment with the discoveries of the cosmologists, and maybe it is through 
creativity that we can connect religion and science in a new way. The universe 
seems to be all about process, and creativity as a result of process. There are 
novel, complex realities that arise from simpler realities through what 
scientists call emergence. A sperm and an egg unite, and a process gets 
underway that means those cells will never return to a former state. If we were 
to plough that prairie, it could never return to that former state, any more than 
a frog can become a tadpole. Kaufman wanted us to acknowledge that this 
unfolding universe is still unfolding around us all the time. We should 
appreciate the creation, wherever it presents itself, and have gratitude. There is 
so much for us to be celebrating all the time, including branches that have 
fallen down on our path in a walk in the woods that can bring us delight that is 
every bit as powerful as the best work in an art gallery.

RJ: I now live in the mountains of northern New Mexico, and that’s pretty 
obvious to me every time I step outside. I’m seeing things that are more 
beautiful than anything that could ever be in an art gallery. You’re saying that 
is everywhere, not just with a stunning mountain view.

WJ: And I want to be clear that I’m not objecting to art galleries. People like to 
create. I think people really can’t stop creating, though everything humans 
create is not beautiful, of course. Atomic bombs are not beautiful. I have a hard 
time seeing the power lines going across the landscape as beautiful. But if one 
of those power poles came down in a storm, and I hooked it onto the back of my 
pickup with a chain and brought it home to run through the sawmill, I may find 
something absolutely beautiful in the same object that I considered to be ugly 
on the landscape. I’m just saying that the beauty is available, and it’s our job to 
find it. 

RJ: That sounds like the beginning of a kind of theology.

WJ: We appreciate the beauty of the landscape, but it does not appreciate us 
back. That’s the way it is with this world. We may love this Earth, but this Earth 
does not care about us. We may want the Earth to care for us, to give us 
purpose. But instead of thinking that God or the universe gives us purpose, we 
can acknowledge that the universe gives us the opportunity to create purpose. I 
don’t think you can ask for more than that.
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RJ: Several times, usually when you are taking a walk and looking at the 
landscape, you’ve said, “Why is this not enough?” When you’ve been 
immersed in the beauty and the creativity of the world, that question seems to 
come to you. Why is this not enough for the modern world? Why do we need 
theme parks and casinos and cruise vacations? What’s your answer to that 
question? Why is this not enough for many modern humans?

WJ: I think part of the answer is that we’re too caught up in the daily activity of 
making a living, and so we don’t see what’s in front of us. This is an idea that 
has come to me during the past year, after I sold the few head of cattle that had 
been on our pasture. I can’t count how many times in the past forty years I’ve 
been over that small acreage of pasture where the cattle were, sometimes on 
the way to the woods to take a walk. And now, all of sudden, with the cattle 
gone, I am seeing details in the landscape that seem to have become 
accentuated. My sensitivity to the contours of the landscape is greater and I see 
more details than I had perceived previously. Why is that? I think part of it has 
to do with the fact that I am no longer focused on the utility of the pasture. 
When the livestock were there, I didn’t see it the same way. Now it seems that 
there are little hills that have grown, though it’s only my perception that has 
changed. 

RJ: I want to come back to a religious question. You come out of a Protestant 
tradition, but long ago you left behind the traditional dogma of Christianity. 
You don’t believe in a creator God, but you use the term creation to talk about 
the world. You hold onto that term, even though you have let go of some other 
religious terms.

WJ: I think this is where the idea of God as emergence and creativity comes in 
handy. It’s all flow, all change, all movement. Nothing holds still. Stones 
dragged down by those glaciers and deposited in Kansas look to us like they 
haven’t changed. But those stones are also wearing away due to the ordinary 
weather and elements. Nothing holds still, and that is creation, that is the act of 
creating. Some may think I have too expansive a definition of creativity, but I 
think it helps us understand ourselves and the world, and where we fit in that 
world. We can’t avoid being participants in creating the Creation.

Note
1 This interview is based on a transcript of a podcast which will be included in 

From the Ground Up, to be published as an open-access online book by New 
Perennials Publishing later in 2022. It has been edited for concision and 
clarity.
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Q — Can you please briefly describe the work of Women for Conservation? 
What are its chief activities? And what primary values is it based on or 

does it grow out of?

A— Women for Conservation promotes holistic solutions to socio-economic 
environmental issues by empowering women in environmentally 

sustainable ways. By providing access to family planning education, 
conservation training and sustainable livelihoods, we support conservation 
e orts in rural communities on the bu er zones of nature reserves. 

All of our initiatives are organized in partnership with the communities 
where we work, and focus on positively benefiting the community while 
promoting conservation. Our family planning program provides women with 
educational workshops, reproductive health sessions and voluntary access to 
contraception materials; all of which promote community health while also 
reducing stress on natural resources. Our conservation training provides 
opportunities for women to pursue environmental careers, ecotourism income 
and engage school children in environmental education. Our sustainable 
livelihoods initiative supports and trains women to open environmentally-
friendly microbusinesses, so they have pathways to financial independence 
while invested in nature conservation. 

Women for Conservation grew out of the recognition of the inherent value of 
biodiversity, and is committed to ensuring its survival by empowering women 
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worldwide. We recognize that respecting and supporting women is essential to 
conservation work. We support an inclusive approach that embraces women of 
all races and backgrounds, including rural, indigenous, LGBTQ+, marginalized 
and minority communities.

Q — How do the di erent aspects of that work, such as wildlife 
conservation and women’s welfare, relate to each other? What is the 

connection, as you see it, between the well-being of the Earth and the well-
being of women in particular? And do you think that women have a particular 
a nity with the earth?

A— Women’s welfare and environmental conservation are inseparable 
issues in the rural communities where we work. In rural communities, 

women are in charge of providing the basic needs of their families, including 
collecting firewood, gathering/growing food and fetching water – all of which 
are increasingly di cult in places where human populations put strain on the 
natural environment. The UN reports that women are disproportionately 
harmed by environmental catastrophes, and that the overwhelming majority of 
climate refugees are women and girls. While rural women especially face the 
worst impacts of environmental degradation, their empowerment can result in 
positive environmental outcomes. 

Especially when it comes to indigenous women and people, there are 
centuries of examples of how their well-being and survival is directly related 
to how the Earth is treated. For both indigenous people and rural women, 
survival can depend on getting resources from the natural environment, 
which is why they have a unique connection to protecting the Earth. As 
mothers, women are particularly invested in ensuring the long-term 
wellbeing of their children. In order to leave drinkable water, breathable air 
and an Earth that is inhabitable for future generations, we must all invest in a 
future focused on living harmoniously with nature, rather than a future which 
consumes and destroys it. 

It is because women especially want to leave a livable planet for their children 
that they are the largest untapped resource for sustainable futures. When 
women are empowered to have control over their bodies, they often choose to 
have less children who are then better nourished, better educated, have more 
opportunities and also put less strain on the natural environment. When 
women are o ered environmental careers such as forest guards, bird guides, 
artisans and ecotourism hosts, they are passionate about doing work that will 
economically benefit their children, families and communities while also 
protecting the invaluable natural resources that can sustainably provide for 
their descendants to come. Women in particular have a direct role in the 
education of future generations, which amplifies the impact of providing them 
with environmental education and training. 

Q — There is a lot of talk about the supposed ‘tension’ between nature 
conservation and human well-being. It doesn’t seem that Women for 

Conservation agrees with that framing (and nor do we at The Ecological 
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Citizen). If that’s right, can you explain how you see these two issues – as 
being related, or independent, or linked in some way?

A— Women for Conservation understands that complex, socio-economic 
environmental issues require multi-faceted solutions. That is why we 

focus on a holistic approach, focusing on interconnected ways human 
populations and the Earth can mutually benefit. 

We have learned from decades of experience that buying up wilderness and 
establishing protected reserves is only the first step when it comes to 
biodiversity conservation. Land protection does not succeed if the communities 
around don’t have economic opportunities other than natural resource 
extraction. By partnering with women’s groups in rural communities, we are 
able to provide them with the resources they tell us they need most, ensuring 
maximum impact. By providing education and resources related to family 
planning, environmental career training and conservation education, we are 
able to promote sustainable practices and an environmentally dependent 
economy. 

Q — Women for Conservation is based in Colombia. Have you found that 
what you are doing is relevant elsewhere, or are there cultural di erences 

which get in the way so to speak? 

A— Globally, women and girls are the largest untapped resource for 
environmental change. Women’s empowerment benefits humanity in so 

many ways, bettering outcomes for sustainability, nutrition, education and the 
alleviation of poverty. Women are capable of making incredibly valuable 
contributions, but as long as they cannot access basic human rights such as 
education and family planning resources, their potential will be stifled. 

We dream of a world where women are given power over their reproductive 
futures, and where communities see their holistic wellbeing as dependent on 
the protection of biodiverse ecosystems. To spread this message on a global 
level, we have recently begun branching out internationally, partnering with 
Birds Nepal on our first international project. In rural Nepal, we have launched 
a three-pronged conservation initiative that includes family planning 
education, environmental programming in schools and a low-impact 
ecotourism homestay program. We strive to provide empowering resources to 
as many women as possible, as well as promote women’s empowerment as 
essential to conservation work. 

One cultural taboo which is still especially problematic worldwide is the 
stigmatization around family planning and birth control. When we began our 
family planning initiative 15 years ago, the topic was so stigmatized that 
women would sometimes su er violence just for wanting to learn about their 
reproductive health options. Preventing women from accessing family 
planning and birth control results in unwanted pregnancy, negative health 
outcomes, higher infant mortality rates, increased poverty and unnecessary 
stresses on natural resources. We have seen teenagers and girls as young as 12 
who become pregnant and must drop out of school, disrupting their education 
and the future education of their children. Women are su ering so much 
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because of this stigma, and this hardship will continue until we can recognize 
the universal societal benefits reproductive education can provide. That is why 
we are dedicated to destigmatizing family planning through our work in the 
field, as well as using our platforms to educate the public on the harms of
this taboo.
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WITNESS: Loss of biodiversity 
linked to dead or decaying
wood (the fading of the 
saproxylic rainbow)

Joe Gray

Joe is a field naturalist who lives in Great Britain. He is an associate tutor for 
the Field Studies Council.

About the WITNESS section
So much environmental thought stays inside the abstract space of philosophy, 
policy recommendations or debates. In this corner of The Ecological Citizen, we 
stay close to the ground: To bear witness to the losses of lifeforms, lifeways, and 
places that humanity’s no-limitations growth is driving. To remember the Earth 
realities we love and are fighting to preserve.
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“Dead wood is the life of the forest”
– The slogan for forestry at Windhorse Farm in Nova Scotia, Canada (Drescher, 
2009: 36)

Thanking the bus driver, and stepping down onto the verge of a narrow road 
that we had been following for several miles, I quickly find the undulating 

gravel track – identified earlier on my map – and the cover of Scots pines. I am 
heading to meet a group of conservationists, with our task on this cold still 
morning being to examine some tree-felling that has been carried out in a 
nature reserve. (The work was done, I have been told, with a chainsaw, and the 
person responsible has even cut away some of the wood from within the 
stumps.) To arrive punctually at the meeting point, I will have to cover three-
quarters of a mile in a quarter of an hour: comfortable enough, except that 
nature will do everything she can to check my progress.

The bowing of branches in the canopy betrays the passage of a red squirrel. 
To the side of the path, I pick out the inky splash of yet-uneaten blaeberries. 
Above them, the understory smoulders with rowan fruits. And on the ground 
lies a piece of turquoise-stained fallen wood, with the artist, I speculate, being 
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a fungus called green elfcup (Figure 1A). Further along the trail, on a slender 
decaying branch of an understory hardwood, I notice the small orange globules 
of coral spot, another agent of wood-rot (Figure 1B).

I can describe those last two species as being saproxylic. And if I could honour 
the essayist’s tradition here by citing a definition for that term from the Oxford 
English Dictionary, I would.1 As it is, I can scarcely think of a more important 
word awaiting entry (meanwhile, zombocalypse has just found a route in). 
Instead, I will paraphrase Siitonen and Ranius (2015) and state that saproxylic 
species are those with a dependence, during at least some part of their life 
cycle, on the dead or decaying wood of fallen or standing shrubs or trees, either 
directly or through the presence of other saproxylic species. Beyond variation 
related to the species of shrub or tree, this wood can di er in the level of 
exposure to sunlight, in the dampness of the immediate environment, and in 
size (from fine twigs to massive trunks). Moreover, as Kirby (1992) notes, 
di erent combinations of ecological circumstances will support di erent 
assemblages of saproxylic organisms.

The diverse panoply of saproxylic species, in addition to fungi, encompasses 
representatives from numerous taxonomic groups, including mammals, birds, 
beetles, wasps, bees, ants, moths, snakeflies, true flies, true bugs, thrips, 
spiders, mites, pseudoscorpions and nematodes (Stokland et al., 2012). And, as 
Speight (1989: 19) commented, “a surprisingly large number of the species are 
the only known living examples of often quite major groups.”

Many saproxylic life forms, such as the aforementioned green elfcup and 
coral spot, are common and widespread. (Indeed, some overly controlling 
gardeners, perhaps recalling an unhappy memory of childhood chickenpox, 
cannot get beyond the notion of the latter of those species being a ‘pervasive 
disease’.) On the other hand, many are not. Focusing on invertebrates in 
Europe, Kirby (1992) observed that a large proportion of the species associated 
with dead wood are local or rare and that many are declining. In the case of the 

Figure 1. Green elfcup [A] and coral spot [B] (photos by Holger Krisp [CC BY 3.0] 
and Stephen James McWilliam [CC BY 4.0], respectively).
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region’s beetle fauna, around one in every five saproxylic species is considered 
to be threatened with extinction, according to the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (Cálix et al., 2018).

Two endangered insects from the UK fauna will exemplify the diverse 
benefits that dead wood yields (and also enable the continuation of a chromatic 
journey that began with the green- and orange-hued fungi). The first species is 
a cranefly called the scarce yellow splinter, whose larvae inhabit galleries 
within rotten logs lying in streams. The species’ entire known range comprises 
a handful of sites in a small corner of England (Godfrey, 2001). The second 
insect is the globally threatened blue ground beetle, named on account of the 
dark exoskeleton’s indigo sheen (Figure 2A). Both the grubs and adults of the 
species draw their sustenance from slugs and other soft-bodied invertebrates, 
and as such they might not satisfy a strict definition of saproxylic. 
Nevertheless, senescent features of trees such as dead bark are important for 
this beetle in o ering protective sites for overwintering, and it has been stated 
that an abundance of rotting wood is a key factor in ensuring the ongoing 
suitability of the few known locations for the species in the UK (Buglife, 2020).

Drivers of decline in saproxylic invertebrates
Staying with invertebrates, I turn now to the drivers of the decline, taking 
Europe as an example. Studies of partially fossilized insect remains suggest that 
many rare or extinct saproxylic species in the region were common in the pre-
Neolithic landscape (Siitonen and Ranius, 2015). Various anthropogenic factors 
have since combined to thwart the cascade of life that springs from wood’s 
decay. As the human population grew, tree-covered land was cleared for 
agriculture, while, in the surviving forest, increasing pressure was placed on 
woody debris as a combustible fuel. Next came modern forestry with its distaste 
for native broadleaved trees – the species of greatest benefit for saproxylic 
invertebrates – and its malignant obsession with homogeneity and tidiness 
(gone, therefore, was the added within-habitat heterogeneity that comes from 
the presence of dead and decaying trees). Then, in a more recent twist, old trees 
in urban locations and other humanized places began to su er “indiscriminate 
felling for spurious health and safety reasons” (Cálix et al., 2018: 6).

Arguably the most deleterious impact of all, from the perspective of 
saproxylic biodiversity, can be seen in the contemporary scarcity of large old 
trees exhibiting features of senescence (hereafter, post-mature trees). To 
quote Speight, from his seminal report on dead-wood invertebrates (1989: 19), 
“to the saproxylic fauna, a moribund, over-mature tree represents not a 
habitat but a multiplicity of habitats. It is not so much an individual abode as a 
megalopolis.” Microhabitats of special importance in such trees include water-
filled rot holes and mould-containing cavities, and they can persist for at least 
as long as the tree remains alive and standing, which may be several centuries. 
With dead trees, in contrast, microhabitats will generally remain suitable for at 
most a few decades (Siitonen and Ranius, 2015).

The loss of post-mature trees is a problem seen in many parts of the world 
and one that is compounded by the low ‘recruitment rate’ into the next 
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generation (Siitonen and Ranius, 2015; Lindenmayer and Laurance, 2016). The 
impending temporal nadir for these trees has been described as a ‘generation 
gap’ (e.g. Read, 2000), and a pulse of extinctions is almost certainly going to be 
the upshot.

Invertebrates with a dependence on decaying woody material within large old 
trees include two species whose coloration will give me bookends to the 
spectral survey. In the UK, both are known from only a small number of sites. 
The first is the red-horned cardinal click beetle (Figure 2B), and trees used by 
members of this species include old ash pollards (Alexander, 2010).2 The 
second is the violet click beetle (Figure 2C), an insect whose larvae develop 
within the wood mould that accumulates at the base of hollowed-out trunks 
(Cu  et al., 2021).

Conservation measures
An awareness of the issues described above is, at last, seeping into land-
management practices. Forestry codes in Canada, the US, and elsewhere, 
including many European countries, are becoming more mindful of saproxylic 
biodiversity (Stokland et al., 2012). And there is an increasing interest in 
prolonging the lives of post-mature trees. The largest such trees are generally 
found within habitats like wood-pasture where historic human-guided 
influences on the land have allowed the trees to grow in open conditions with 
limited competition from neighbours (Buglife, 2013). Maintaining the historic 
regimen will often be the best policy to follow in safeguarding the trees and the 
dependent saproxylic fauna (Siitonen and Ranius, 2015). Further advice for 
supporting the conservation of saproxylic species is presented in Box 1, which 
can be summarized as the policy of ‘letting things be’.

Figure 2. Blue ground beetle [A], red-horned cardinal click beetle [B] and violet 
click beetle [C] (photos by URSchmidt [CC BY 3.0], John Hallmén [CC BY 3.0] 
and Lamiot [CC BY-SA 3.0], respectively).
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In parallel to improvements in forestry practices and e orts aimed at 
extending the lifespan of post-mature trees are conservation initiatives of a 
more experimental nature. In the case of the violet click beetle, for instance, 
trials are being carried out to see if breeding can be encouraged within compost 
bins, using a special concoction of organic material. For some other saproxylic 
species, the potential benefits of artificially creating microhabitats in situ is 
being explored; and, thus, I return to my meeting with the conservationists.

I join the group in time to follow them to the site of the felled Scots pines. The 
chainsaw work, I should note, was no act of vandalism. In fact, it had been 
carried out with skill and care in order to create artificial rot holes. These will 
fill up naturally with rainwater and can be loaded with sawdust and other 
organic matter, with the purpose of supporting larval development in the pine 
hoverfly – yet another saproxylic species whose survival, in the UK at least, is 
balanced on a precipice on account of past forest management practices. 
Something similar was tried in the woodland back in 2010, but it failed 
(Summers, 2018). A large amount of thought and e ort has gone into this 
latest attempt, including the labour-intensive rearing of hundreds of larvae 
o -site, but the evidence base to guide the project is thin and there has 
necessarily been much guesswork. The same can be said for many other 
projects in the conservation of saproxylic organisms. The future of these 
species hangs in the balance not just on account of the loss and degradation of 
habitats and microhabitats but also because the creation of nature-mimicking 
alternatives can be a profound challenge.

Notes
1 Saprophyte and saprotroph are both listed in the dictionary, but they indicate 

a mode of living that draws on decaying organic matter of any kind.
2 A pollard is a tree whose woody matter has been periodically cut in a way 

which encourages growth above the height that browsing animals can reach.

 “The simplest rule about dead wood is that it should be left where it is to 
undergo natural decay processes,” with dead wood of large diameter 
being “particularly important.”

 “Cutting up and removing, or burning, dead and fallen trunks and major 
branches of large and particularly ancient trees, is a reprehensible act 
which can never be justified in conservation terms.”

 “The danger of old and decayed trees is frequently greatly exaggerated 
[…] Old hollow trees with reduced crowns are often safer than mature 
ones with a full crown. Trees with full crowns have much greater wind 
resistance, and are far more likely to fall in gales.”

 “The possession of unsafe limbs is not, under any circumstances, a 
reason for the felling of an entire tree.”

Box 1. Some advice for land-management practices in regard to dead wood 
(Kirby, 1992: 29 and 31).
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Art as ecology: A mutual nod
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There is a deep evolutionary and developmental language that is kinship bond 
between humans and Nature. At its perceptual roots this language is 
aesthetically organized, and this aesthetic way of knowing and 
communicating is the basis for human communication, art-making and the 
arising of a natural sense of morality in both the ecological and social 
spheres. This primary language is ecocentric in perspective, and therefore 
necessary for the vision, understanding and enactment of right relationship 
and right action by humans with respect to the local places and communities 
making up planet Earth. In modernity, this aesthetic kinship language is 
marginalized and devalued in favour of an abstracted and detached 
perspective, and a delocalized organization of ecological and social lifeways.
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It is through art that humans are innately ecological – that is, in deep 
kinship with all of Nature. By art I mean aesthetic intelligence: a particular 

perceptual process of communicating that arises from conception in utero, 
that is both our primal (evolutionary) and primary (developmental) embodied 
and embedded experience. This experience is a call-and-response between 
ourselves and our place. Aesthetic intelligence is thus necessarily a reciprocal 
way of making and communicating meaning – what I call primary 
languaging.

Primary languaging happens in the immediacy of experience – that of 
moving, sensing and perceiving our world. Movement is primary, for we must 
move first in order to perceive our world. In this way, movement is a 
perception, and is the first perception through which we learn (Bainbridge-
Cohen, 2012). First perceiving begins in utero 23 days after conception as the 
embryo becomes primed to respond to the movement-touch vibration of sound 
(Hannaford, 2005). 

In utero movement and sound are perceived as a single, unified perception: 
movement makes sound and sound is movement. In this way, the embodied 
experience of movement is unified with the resonant tone quality of vibration 
at deep cellular levels – which, in turn, unifies our interactional experience of 
self with the place where, and with whom, we are embedded. This interactional 
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experience is a language, a communication. It is our first languaging; it is 
ecological – with place, with other. 

Primary language and aesthetics
The aesthetic nature of primary language is twofold. One is the 
psychobiological nature of first experience. Through our embodied and 
embedded experiences, we internally encode forms that match the gestures, 
contours and qualities of the world. These forms spontaneously evoke psychic 
meanings, by which I mean the felt feeling, emotional and minded sense of 
experience, both conscious and unconscious, as well as numinous – sacred 
presence, mysterious unknown. 

For instance, moving upward with lightness has a di erent felt sense than 
moving downward with strength. Try moving these contrasting felt qualities 
yourself. And the sound contour of the vowel ‘o’ can be experienced as open, 
flowing and deep; while the contour for the consonant ‘t’ can be experienced as 
closed, sharp and light. From these felt qualities arise immediate meanings 
that are our first communications – primary languaging. 

This immediate meaning-making is seen clearly in the non-verbal 
languaging – dance and song attunements – between mother and infant, 
such as when an infant’s high-pitched voicing is matched with her mother’s 
gestures of raised eyebrows, shoulders, upper torso and high intensity of 
energy. This process is spontaneous and improvisational, operating at 
perceptual and sub-perceptual levels of knowing (Chapple, 1982). It arises 
from our inherent embodied and embedded ecology of being. This is our 
psychobiological reality.

The second aesthetic aspect of primary languaging is that it operates through 
perceptual metaphor – that is, metaphor that arises from direct 
psychobiological experience. The dance and song of infant-mother dialogue is 
prototype for this operation. This song and dance is expressed across changing 
sensory modes of sound, sight and movement. In the above example, infant 
voicing is translated across visual and auditory modes into body-gestural and 
felt-visceral kinaesthetic modes in the mother. 

From our psychobiological experiences we internally encode forms that are 
expressed as sensory-perceptual presentations. These presentations, in 
neuroscience parlance, are referred to as images, those of all kinds – visceral, 
moving, feeling, hearing, touching, smelling, tasting, seeing and more. These 
images operate as signs or codes imbued with meaning, and are the ingredients 
of cross-sensory process. What is being translated across modes are 
resemblances in the gestures, contours and qualities of felt experience. It is the 
reciprocation of these resemblances, across sensory modes, that establishes 
shared meaning and belonging – kinship – between infant and mother. This 
living process is creative and improvisational, and is fundamentally the 
operation of perceptual metaphor.

Perceptual metaphor operates through felt resemblances. For example, the way 
the scent of a wild rose can evoke a resembling sound tone, or when a sound can 
resemble the perception of a colour and more, as in the sound of a loon’s wail:
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My core resonates

The colour of indigo 

Tone of a loon’s song

In this haiku it is the felt resemblances within the vowel alliteration of the 
round voluminous ‘o’ sounds, the evoked images of colour, resonance, tone 
and embodiment that translate meaning across kinaesthetic, auditory, visual 
and visceral sensory modes. It is clear here how perceptual metaphor is at the 
source and heart of human art-making. In my listening with Nature, my core 
resonating the colour of indigo is not a symbolizing process: colour does not 
stand in for sound. It is an attuned communication with Nature through an 
analogical living process.

Aesthetic communication
In this way, from first experience – in utero movement-sound unity, primed in 
an embodied and embedded reality – arises an aesthetic way of knowing and 
communicating. This way is our kinship bonding with place-other through 
primary languaging. Evolutionarily it is our bonding with Earth first and our 
primal kin ecology with all of Nature. All entities of Nature are ecological – that 
is embodied and embedded in reciprocal response-ability between self and 
place-other. That is, they are all in a listening relationship with one another.

Aesthetic intelligence is thus a process of communicating signs that have co-
evolved and developed between entity and environment – place-other – from 
deep time. In Nature this signing process is called biosemiotics – the 
interpretation and communication of meaning by way of signs and codes 
throughout the biological world. As Gregory Bateson writes, metaphor is not 
just pretty poetry, “but the logic upon which the biological world is 
built” (Bateson and Bateson, 1988: 28). This can be seen, for instance, in the 
evolutionary progression of shared resemblances, or homology, as when the 
shape-gesture of the ancestral fish jaw morphs into a part of the inner ear of 
mammals (Anthwal et al., 2013). 

Another instance of the aesthetics in natural processes arises in the way that 
the sign and code communication of biosemiotics can be thought of as living 
poetry. As Shapiro (2022: 81) remarks,

At a time when we pride ourselves for being able to read DNA sequences with 

increasing speed, it is salutary to keep in mind that we are still far from knowing 

how to interpret the complex overlapping meanings contained in the genomic 

texts we store in our databases. DNA, like poetry, often has to be read in several 

ways.

That is, any single stretch of DNA can have multiple meanings for the cell or 
organism. This means that interpretation and expression of information – 
signs – is often a creative, improvisational process on the part of cells while in 
conversation with one another over the task of building bodies (pers comm: 
Shapiro).
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The signing process of primary languaging is a part of human semiotics, 
which is founded upon biosemiotics (Wheeler, 2016). As touched on above, 
primary language is a pre- or proto-symbolizing process (Dissanayake, 2018); 
there is no abstraction of meaning condensed into a static, fixed symbol. 
Rather, the resembling images exchanged in primary languaging ‘shape-shift’ 
their meaning. They are a set of formed and forming sign relations arising 
from the psychobiology of immediate experience. In this process, meanings are 
necessarily open-ended – contextually changeable – as in the cellular 
interpretation of genetic codes, and the combining of qualities in cross-
sensory process to make and communicate meaning. Open-endedness allows 
for creative, improvisational tactics for coping and playing in a vastly changing 
and unpredictable world.

Open-ended immersion stories
Open-endedness allows for and acknowledges the unknown. The inclusion of 
the unknown – including the numinous – is intrinsic to aesthetic and creative 
processes, from which the primary languaging of art-making emerges. For 
instance, the haiku above is a story arising from an immersed full-bodied 
listening with the presence of Nature – place. The story communicated in the 
sound of a loon’s wail evokes in me a sense of the numinous, and I am only able 
to express this through perceptual metaphor, in this case mostly in the shape-
contour of sound and felt-resonance of colour. These are extremely opened-
ended o erings. To pin this experience down to more specific meanings, would 
entail the loss of numinosity – the unknown – from which the depth of this 
meaning arises, and in which it remains.

Similarly, as a dancer I practice immersion dancing with place. For instance, 
in dancing – listening – with the movement-sound of ocean and sandbar 
environs, I find myself in an immediacy of full-bodied gestural response. This 
story unfolds in a spontaneous flow of languaging – an improvisation of 
qualities in perpetual call-and-response with place. It is the numinosity of 
myself-within-place that calls, is an invitation to dance, to make relations – 
kinship – through felt sense. From this performed communion arises shared 
meanings. I find that in closure there spontaneously arises a felt, mutual nod of 
acknowledgment between myself and the numinosity of this place. This 
coincides with the Latin root for ‘numinous’ – nuere, ‘to nod’, transferred to 
‘nod of a deity’ (Simpson, 1968). In this story-making through immersion 
dancing, I am co-communicator with, as well as student of, Nature and place.

In the deep past, perceptually-immersed acuity opened us to the ways of 
place with the mineral, vegetable, animal and ecospheric realms and beyond. 
In this immersion we humans apprentice with the Earth-biology and psyche of 
Nature. This is a practice of reciprocal kinship-enacting (Abram, 1997; Kane, 
1994). As mythographer Sean Kane (1994: 33) writes, the meanings of first 
mythtelling arise in the moment and place of their actual performance.

Because a people coevolve with their habitat, because they walk the paths their 

ancestors walked, mythtelling assumes that the stories already exist in nature, 
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waiting to be overheard by humans who will listen for them. Such stories have a 

semi-wild existence; they are just barely domesticated and so are free to enact 

the patterns of the natural world.

In this ecocentric apprenticeship the natural world is respected teacher 
(Abram, 1997). As Dennis Martinez (2008), a native scholar-activist who 
coined the term ‘kincentric’, says: “What we have the right to do is to make our 
case, as human beings, to the natural world” (Martinez and colleagues, 2008: 
89). This is a relationship that seeks encounter with Nature through a 
receptive, mutually entrusting perception. 

From these perceptual relationships arose Palaeolithic mythtelling, 
ceremony, and ritual. It is clear that these indigenous communicative forms 
are made up of all arts contained within the performing arts of dance and song 
– innate movement-sound gesture semiotics. These lived arts are a language 
through which humans organize, practice and celebrate right relationship with 
Nature, renewing balance and reciprocity in deep ecological kinship.

Locality
The aesthetic principles of primary languaging function through locality, which 
refers to the land and community of human and non-human persons of a local 
place. Enactment of locality, based in reciprocating relationships, traditionally 
engages teachings of right relationship with our ecological kin, which in turn is 
pattern for our right relationship with our human others. Right relationship 
and consequent right action are moral undertakings, enacted in a kinship circle 
of mutual trust (Burkhart, 2019; Nelson, 1993).

Natural morality can be seen in the infant–mother dialogue (Gratier and 
Apter-Danon, 2009). Within this aesthetic interplay of movement-sound 
gesturing, tacit agreements form concerning norms of shared process and 
meaning: what is intended and what is expected in our semiotic play. In doing 
so, we validate who and where we are together. Within these parameters arise 
natural rules of right relationship, for which we are each responsibly entrusted. 
From this experience of right relationship arises a natural wisdom, that is, the 
power and discernment of true and right action (Nelson, 1993). These are 
processes of locality, for as Native philosopher Brian Burkhart writes, “moral 
action is determined by relational context” (Burkhart, 2019, 227):

From a Native perspective, the business of actually figuring out what path I 

ought to walk through life is wrapped up in the talk of relationships, respect, 

reciprocity, kinship, and the like […] An understanding of who I am in the 

context of my particular place helps determine what sorts of actions are 

respectable and what are not, which makes it di cult to create universal 

statements of moral relationship. (Burkhart, 2019: 287)

It seems that art as ecology is tied up with: we humans making our case to the 
Natural world, with openness to the numinous and a mind to listen, with the natural 
morality of right relationship and consequent right action within both natural and 
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social ecologies, and all this enacted through the embodied and embedded 
language of locality – primary languaging – in the immediacy of experience.

In the locality of our deep past, human intimate relations with Nature 
paralleled an art practice centred in natural systems and interwoven with 
everyday life activities. For instance, the practice of Native science was 
intrinsically connected with natural morality (Burkhart, 2019) and ceremonial 
arts. This can be seen, for instance, in the ‘original instructions’ about 
companion crop planting, given by the Three Sisters – corn, beans, and squash 
– to the Seneca people of North America centuries ago (Deloria, 1999). In 
reciprocation for this revelation, the Three Sisters asked for the performing of 
specified ceremonies to help ensure that they would thrive. These sister plants 
share a spiritual relationship, as well as being key parts of a sophisticated 
natural nitrogen cycle that keeps the land fertile, and both are maintained 
through ceremonial practice of right relationship and action. There is a “unity 
and completeness” in this Native science that “weaves together all of the 
important aspects of our lives” (Burkhart, 2019: 233).

The “unity and completeness” of this deeply contextual integration of daily 
lifeways – locality – became marginalized in the long roundabout road from 
the Neolithic to Modernity (Kane, 1994). In this was a progressive distancing of 
humans and our art-making from natural systems (Guthrie, 2005), paralleled 
by a loss of art-making as intrinsic to the organization of everyday lifeways 
(Collingwood, 1958). This loss included not just ‘art’ as an ecocentric way of 
making with our hands and bodies; but also entailed the marginalizing and 
devaluing of the aesthetic ways of knowing and making meaning that the 
semiotics of primary languaging endows.

These losses came into full bloom in the Renaissance with the distinction 
made between peasant, Earth-centred art as mere ‘craft’, and that of elitist, 
human-centred ‘fine’ art. This was amplified by the Enlightenment’s objective 
and rational science, which reduced the unity and completeness of both Nature 
and human social-life to abstracted, standardized, compartmentalized, 
measurable quantities. All this was done through symbol-dominated literacies, 
for the e cient management and control by newly evolved nation states (Scott, 
1998). This hyper delocalization of experience and meaning has wreaked its 
own nemesis in the deep ecological and social catastrophes of our time.

What is needed is a remembering of the languages of Nature (biosemiotics) 
as kinship language with human primal and primary semiotics – aesthetic 
intelligence – as a seed or beginning place for the transition from a human-
centered artificiality to an Earth-centered lifeway vision and practice. One 
potential contribution to this development is the eco art movement.

The eco art movement
Eco art arose in response to the environmental justice movement that was 
spawned by the publication of Rachel Carlson’s Silent Spring in 1961. Artists 
who defected from fine art culture and joined in the environmental justice 
movement pioneered what became eco art, which is perhaps the “definitive 
artistic movement” of our times (Weintraub, 2012: xiv). This movement 
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decentred fine art world conventions, recentring the focus of art-making in 
natural and social ecologies (Ge en et al., 2022). In the terms I have used here, 
this can be thought of as a return to locality, in which the role of art-making is 
integrated back into the full spectrum of the Nature-human arena. The 
practical intent is to a ect moral awareness and right action centred in 
ecological and environmental needs. This is achieved in multifarious ways. 

Eco art practice spans a continuum from, for instance, community projects 
incorporating the open-ended aesthetic processes of artists in partnership 
with scientists and policy makers in solving ecological problems (Heras et al., 
2021), to gallery installations of seemingly scientific experiment in structure, 
to what I would identify as direct encounter though primary languaging with 
the Natural world, such as my own ‘site-specific’ immersion dancing as 
discussed above (Burrill, 2020).

Another example of a site-specific ‘happening’ is Easy (1968), which was 
choreographed by pioneering eco artist Allan Kaprow, and performed by a 
group of California Institute of the Arts students in a dry riverbed ecosystem 
(Weintraub, 2012: 90). The core of the improvisation consisted of each 
participant carrying a chosen, wetted stone downstream on a hot windy 
summer’s day, until the wetness of the stone has evaporated. This open-ended 
encounter with the subtle interplay of ecosystem forces, unique to each person–
stone dyad, evoked common experiences: a felt camaraderie with stone, an 
altered Earth-centred perception of time and place, and insight into human-
centred insensitivity and disruption of ecosystems. 

At the opposite end of the eco art spectrum is a controversial example, by 
bioelectronic technician Andy Gracie, of an in-studio installation. The 
installation – fish, plants, rack (2004) – is a ‘burlesque’ of a biotechnical 
communication loop set up between one fish in a tank of water, plants in a 
hydroponic tube, and a robot. The technician-artist asks of bioartificial 
technology “how will [we] be able to get what we need from nature once we 
have fully removed ourselves from it” (quoted in Weintraub, 2012: 193). 

This work is starkly anthropocentric, including the phrasing of the artist’s 
quoted comment. However, what the installation can do as a work of eco art is 
present to the public without judgement, leaving the meanings open-ended 
and at the viewer’s disposal, the grotesque isolationism of mechanistic pro-
artificial technologies, bereft as they are of the ecological interrelationships 
and biosemiotics of life born of kinship.

Conclusion
At the heart of aesthetic intelligence is the ecological unity of person and place. 
Primary languaging happens through open-ended meaning making, within 
the lived (local) psychobiological play of perceptual metaphor. There is an 
aesthetic, and therefore ecological, paradox in the notion of unity and 
completeness, because this unity and completeness includes, and is kin with, 
the ever-perpetual unknown. In order to be complete, we must listen for, 
apprentice with, dance with, improvise with, what we don’t know. This 
encounter happens through feeling and value. And in this participation, we can 
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share in that primal and primary mutual nod of acknowledgment and kinship 
that always arises spontaneously … with a small touch of surprise.
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The art of sympoiethics

Miche Fabre Lewin and Flora Gathorne-Hardy

Miche and Flora are artists and researchers dedicated to enlivening cultural 
and ecological diversity through socially-engaged arts. They are co-founders 
of Touchstones Earth (https://www.touchstones.earth/), which shares artful 
methods for thinking with each other and the animate Earth. Their studio 
based art-making can be found at https://www.studiofabrehardy.earth/.

In this article the authors explore their collaborative arts practice as rooted in an 
ecocentric worldview, in which existence is a continuum of relational and 
embodied exchanges between ourselves, each other, and the matter and habitats 
of the animate Earth. Thus our capacity for being, thinking, making and acting 
is a reciprocal entanglement within this interdependence. They introduce 
sympoiethics as a participatory consciousness which guides interactions with 
soil care, food cultures, thanks-giving rituals and regenerative farming. They 
share Sacred Mayonnaise, a ritual conducted as part of an installation Everything 
is Here at the group exhibition Ecovention Europe: Art to Transform Ecologies.

Keywords: agriculture, art, ecological ethics, ritual
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Higher-quality versions of artwork from this issue can be accessed at:

https://www.ecologicalcitizen.net/artworks.php?v=5&n=2

As ecological artists, our work is rooted in the recognition that our 
humanity flourishes as part of the animate and interdependent systems of 

the living Earth. Our breath, our nutrition, our gut flora, our habitats, our 
thoughts, our emotions, our dreams, our metaphors, our ways of knowing, our 
consciousness are all in a sacred continuum of exchange with the matter, 
ecological processes and energies of place. Traditional knowledge and spiritual 
wisdoms recognize this embodied, relational worldview as a unifying 
consciousness where, in kinship with Gaia, “we participate in the intimacy of 
all things with each other” (Berry, 2006: 137).

The biological term sympoiesis describes the interconnected nature of 
ecosystems, which are distinguished by “linkages, feedback, co-operation, and 
synergistic behaviour rather than boundaries” (Dempster 2000: 4). The word 
derives from the Ancient Greek syn meaning ‘together with, jointly’, and poiein 
meaning ‘to make, create’, thus evoking the collective production of life. 
Through her practice-based research, Miche Fabre Lewin evolved the concept 
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of sympoiethics. Adding ‘ethics’ to ‘sympoiesis’ highlights how human actions 
are an active influence within the ecological dynamics of adaptive, 
evolutionary world-making. Recognizing our interdependence within the 
interconnected whole of Anima Mundi encourages a commitment to daily 
practices which support the co-creative nature of Gaia’s living systems. 
Indeed, from a sympoiethic perspective, cultivating a quality of care is a 
necessary ethical intention and action. 

As a lodestar, sympoiethics orients us towards a life-a rming experience of 
ecocentricism. Human liberation is reconnected to ecological restoration 
through repositioning the human being as one of the many organisms amidst 
the multisentience of our cosmos. The flourishing of our humanity is expressed 
as a respecting of, responding to and making-with the ecology and spirit of 
place. The word ‘ethics’ derives from the Ancient Greek term ethos, which can 
refer to a place where people come to know and develop values together. 
Sympoiethics thereby suggests that the making of character and practising of 
right action are entwined with how we dwell in place (Ryan et al., 2016: 7). As 
such, sympoiethics links to other realms of creative practice such as 
ecopoietics, which explores how language can make sense of and cultivate a 
co-creative dwelling with the Earth. 

Art and the aesthetics of living 
A sympoiethic life is one which engages us within daily practices of noticing 
that we are embedded within the physical forces, material interactions and 
cyclic processes of animate Earth – that we live within communities of kinship. 
Art is one of the means by which we can experience and expand these 
interactions, as it enlivens our body’s myriad intelligences through which we 
can connect to the whole. Curator of the Green Museum Sam Bower writes of 
art being the work of consciousness that animates a reciprocal and healthy 
relationship between nature and culture (in Whittaker, 2009). Our socially-
engaged art seeks to value the senses, imagination, emotion, metaphor and 
memory as pathways for nurturing such relationships – art as an act of 
attention that engages our thoughts and feelings as an integrated bodymind.

Seeing art as a medium for sympoiethic apprehension and engagement 
reconnects us to the ancient root of the word ‘art’ (as well as the words 
‘artisan’ and ‘ritual’) – the Sanskrit term rta. Rta translates as ‘truth’ or 
‘order’, and in Hindu philosophy refers to “the dynamic movement from which 
all arises” (Haley, 2016: 46). Sympoiethic art embraces the making of artworks 
or artefacts, and the matter and processes of everyday living arts such as 
cooking, growing food and ritual-making. We grow our humanity within such 
artistic exchanges as they enrich our capacity for attending to our own inner 
worlds in communion with outer world experiences.

Working with an expanded conception of art opens us to an embodied 
expression of the word ‘aesthetic’. The Ancient Greek root ‘aeistheta’ means 
‘things perceptible by the senses’, thus enlivening our physical experience of 
and capacity for knowing the world through sensing, feeling and thinking. We 
consider aesthetics as a health-giving engagement with the visceral and 
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reciprocal exchange between habitat and human, nature and culture. Living 
aesthetically thus unifies our human experiences and sensibilities within 
embodied and emergent processes of communication, sense-making and co-
creation with each other and the animate world.

Rituals of reconnection within food and farming
A sympoiethic aesthetic enlarges our capacity to feel enlivened through a 
sensuous relationship with the Earth. Our contribution as artists is to draw on 
the power of food and regenerative farming to bring people together, to 
nourish our thinking, and to provide tangible experiences of our Earthly co-
dependence. After all, food shapes our lives – impacting on land and energy 
use, water and soil quality, human health and freedom, cityscapes and regional 
climates. Through collaborative engagement, we attend to processes of sowing, 
growing, harvesting, cooking, composting and food sharing – all of which 
encompass the cycle of living food. 

A central thread of our work is Miche’s 30-year practice of choreographing 
forms of contemporary thanks-giving food rituals. The word ‘ritual’ exists 
within ‘spiritual’, reminding us of the sacred nature of our service as human 
beings to each other and to the animate world. Bounded in the liminal and 
protective space of a ritual structure, Miche’s work shares an enlivening 
experience of our extensive relationships to food. She does this by making visible 
and tangible the physical beauty and colour of raw vegetables and their 
connection to regenerative living soils in which they were grown. Her rituals also 
introduce participants to artisan processes of growing and preparing simple 
health-giving dishes. By devising rituals within which to experience food in 
unfamiliar yet safe conditions, people are o ered an embodied understanding 
that naturally-grown, ecological food is not only vital medicine for the body’s 
immunity, but it also strengthens small-scale, regenerative and resilient 
farming practices which restore the health of living soil and water systems. 

Once commissioned, the artistic process of devising a ritual engages us with 
the ecology and inhabitants of a place. This research process begins with 
attending to the living matter of food and soil within the geography in which 
we find ourselves. We ask ‘where are the organic kitchen gardens, allotments 
and farms which serve this locality?’. This question leads us towards finding a 
growing space – a garden, a field, an allotment or forest garden – to encounter 
and gather the source of ecological food, namely the living soil. Gradually, the 
particular form of each co-created ritual emerges through dialogue and by 
tuning into, respecting and responding with the genius loci of a locality, all 
within a spirit of generosity and trust. 

This process of evolving a ritual engages our bodyminds in relationship to the 
geography of a place as we sense the lay of the land and dwell without 
distraction or time limits. Being à la dérive in this fashion is a way of engaging 
without preconception or predetermined direction, opening us to the 
unknown, to serendipity and to intuitive impulses. We explore, follow leads 
and have conversations with local residents, whose stories and experiences 
provide context and lead us to artefacts to include within the ritual.
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Evolving Everything is Here at Ecovention Europe
In September 2017, ‘Ecovention Europe: Art to transform ecologies, 1957–
2017’ opened at Museum De Dominjnen in Sittard, the Netherlands. Curated by 
Sue Spaid, the exhibition brought together from across Europe artists whose 
work is grounded in ecological awareness and practical action. According to 
Spaid, ‘ecoventions’ are artworks that respond to environmental issues, 
thereby o ering a model of artistic work that expands the field of art through 
world-transforming practices, naturally and socially (Salwa and Spaid, 2018). 

Our contribution to ‘Ecovention Europe’ was Everything is Here, a 
retrospective installation of our collaborative work over ten years in the UK and 
Southern Africa. Our intention was to co-create an environment for thinking 
with the senses. We shared a number of artistic expressions, including 
printed images of artworks, Soil Saturdays film, drawings, artefacts from the 
Hands In Soil project, and an Edible Love Poem printed on cards for visitors to 
take away from the exhibition. We also brought sacred artefacts – a candle, 
bell, crystals, talismanic objects, red thread, ancestral objects – to include 
within a ritual Soil Shrine.

Edible Love Poem 

If we are what we eat,

And we are of the same nature as food,

If the energy of plants transforms food

Into energy for our body-mind.

If our thoughts and intentions shape reality,

If love is intelligence

Preparing Everything Is Here installation
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Brought into being by thinking,

And we are seeking to inhabit the new and the true

Then let us come to our senses

And find ways to honour the cyclical

Agricultural rhythms of our Earth days

Everyday every mouthful.

As part of our contribution, Sue Spaid invited Miche to share Sacred 
Mayonnaise ritual as part of the o cial opening of Ecovention Europe. Sue’s 
own work is dedicated to exploring how artists bring alive the unique heritage 
of food, art, fields and farming. Prior to our arrival, she had made us aware of 
allotments and food gardens around Sittard. In spite of numerous calls from 
the UK to telephone numbers Sue had given us, we had had no luck reaching 
anyone, so our first adventure was to find the gardens and contact someone to 
organize a visit.

In following up on Sue’s research, we came across a notice attached to 
railings about 500 metres from the Museum De Domijnen introducing the food 
gardens and sharing a contact name and number. We called and met with the 
community gardeners of these Low Gardens of De Gats, spent time in the 
di erent plots – orchards, flower gardens, bee gardens, social spaces - and 
learnt the history of these allotments and their astonishing bounty. We also 
learnt from Anique Hoekstra that the gardens were under immediate threat of 
demolition by the city authorities.

Through conversations with the gardeners we decided to convene a convivial 
gathering and food sharing between ourselves, Sue Spaid and the other 
exhibiting artists staying in Sittard. As we broke bread together and had 
conversations around the fire, we discovered a mutual understanding between 
the campaigners and the work undertaken by the exhibiting artists. What 
emerged was a collective proposal to craft a Declaration in support of the 
campaign to preserve the gardens, which would be shared within the 
Everything Is Here installation. Here is an extract from the Declaration prepared 
with input from the participating artists:

A Declaration of Support for the Low Gardens of De Gats 

Artists of Ecovention Europe – Art to Transform Ecologies, Sittard 

3 September 2017

Here, in the Low Gats gardens of Sittard, there is high-value nature, rich 

diversity of species, a strong collective spirit of support and caring, water 

consciousness, cultural heritage, space for families living in high density housing 

– the elements of what our work is pointing towards and the substance of what 

every city dreams of creating. We invite the city of Sittard to recognise that it has 

the answer. It has, in these gardens, a rare resource to be celebrated as a world-

class example of what we are all looking to create in our di erent home 

countries. We see the Low Gardens of De Gats as a model in Sittard and beyond 

for food growing, ecosystems for endangered species, green space for families 
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without gardens, sound community education resource, functional high density 

living. For these gardens to be under threat would represent not only a 

devastating loss to the city and its communities, but also a devastating message 

to the world. 

During this time, we were discovering more about the work of other artists 
exhibiting at Ecovention Europe. The collaborative practice Ecole Mondiale had 
a large floor-based map of Sittard and its environs framed by rose quartz 
crystals. Located adjacent to Everything Is Here, Ecole Mondiale o ered their 
map as a space for Miche’s ritual. Anique Hoekstra added soil from her plot to 
the Soil Shrine, deepening the exploration of how she and fellow gardeners 
might participate in the ritual, and thereby expose the threat to their food 
gardens.

Sacred mayonnaise ritual
Through these relationships and conversations with artists, gardeners, Sue 
Spaid and sta  at the Museum, we created a performative sequence that 
weaved into and around the Sacred Mayonnaise ritual. The flow began with 
Flora and a fellow artist reading the Declaration to an audience of over 100 
visitors and then pinning it to a board within Everything is Here. Whilst this was 
happening, Anique wheeled a barrowful of fruits, flowers, vegetables, honey 
and eggs from the gardens, through the streets of Sittard to the Museum and 
into Exhibition space.

Anique Hoekstra o ering soil from her garden to the Soil Shrine
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The Declaration of support within Everything is Here

The barrowful of produce within Everything is Here
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Once Anique had arrived and installed her barrow of bounty in the Shrine, 
Miche began her Sacred Mayonnaise thanks-giving ritual on the map Locality 
Grid conceived by the collaborative artists Ecole Mondiale. In silence, Miche 
began the ritual by holding an egg in contemplation, then breaking it in two 
and separating the white from the yolk. So began the slow emulsifying with the 
pouring and circular stirring of olive oil into the yolk. During this 
contemplative ritual, Ecovention artists were selecting, cutting up and 
preparing the vegetables, flowers and fruits from the barrow to present on 
edible nasturtium leaves. Once the mayonnaise had ‘taken’, was glistening and 
unctuous in texture, the ritual was completed by the bowl of mayonnaise being 
o ered to the audience to taste with the gardens’ produce. By dipping the 
fresh, colourful vegetables, fruits and flowers into the velvety mayonnaise 
participants were able to savour the natural abundance from the gardens – a 
holistic education through the senses. The installation Everything is Here – the 
Sacred Mayonnaise ritual, the Soil Shrine, the Edible Love Poem and the 
Declaration of Support – raised awareness of the campaign. This inspired some 
visitors to read the Declaration and sign the petition opposing the destruction 
of these viable and sustainable sources of urban food.

Miche performing Sacred Mayonnaise ritual on Ecole Mondiale’s Locality



LONG ARTICLE | www.ecologicalcitizen.net

Vol 5 No 2 2022 | Page 194

Fellow artists preparing fruits, flower and vegetables

Tasting Sacred Mayonnaise with fruits of the gardens
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Reflections on the art of sympoiethics
Sympoiethics reminds us that we are part of the Earth’s ecosystems and that 
our existence unfolds within the cycles of living food, water and soil. The arts 
with its diverse forms and interactions has the potential to o er spaces for 
sympoiethic feeling and sense-making, connecting mind and body, site and 
psyche, nature and culture, and past, present and future. Such artistic 
interventions enliven our experience of relational consciousness, illuminating 
how living aesthetically is living ethically as we become cognizant of, and 
active within, the evolutionary dynamic of our shared habitats. As an 
intervention in the history of the Low Gardens of De Gats, Sacred Mayonnaise 
sadly did not manage to save the food allotments and the gardeners were 
moved to new sites. Yet the labour, vision, presence and the abundance 
produced in the food gardens was made evident, honoured, embodied and 
immortalized within an arts museum as part of an Ecovention. The culinary 
event cultivated solidarity between artists and growers, opened up debate 
between art, politics and the media, the city and its citizens, and highlighted 
the local campaign seeking to safeguard the food-growing gardens.

Everything Is Here and Sacred Mayonnaise evolved through collaboration and a 
sequence of mycorrhizal-like relationships – with our own bodies and 
practices, with the curator and the museum team, with the city and residents of 
Sittard, with fellow artists, and was complemented with the attendance of the 
guests who participated in the opening ceremony. Sacred Mayonnaise, a 
culinary meditation with eggs, embodied the spirit of place, the historic life of 
the food gardens, and the value of the gardeners – all through o ering a 
sensuous and tasteful experience of the extensive relationship between food, 

Signing the petition within Everything is Here
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its growers and its source, the living soil. Such an ecocentric happening, with 
all its personal, social, political, ecological and spiritual dimensions, enacts 
how human existence and flourishing comes into being through entanglement, 
a making-with, a collective co-creation – the art of sympoiethics. 

About the images
The images are  by Touchstones Earth, 431art, Libor Bednarik and Bert Janssen.
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Dr Grace Augustine: What we think we know — is that there’s some kind of 
electrochemical communication between the roots of the trees […] It’s a 
network – a global network.
Selfridge: [after a stunned pause] What the hell have you people been 
smoking out there? [beginning to laugh] They’re just. Goddamn. Trees.
– Avatar (2009)

James Cameron’s film Avatar, unbeknown to many of us at the time, 
introduced the work of Suzanne Simard to a global lay audience. Dr Patricia 

Westerford, Richard Powers’s central character in The Overstory (2018), was 
“composite” and inspired by Dr Jane Goodall, and yet the character’s 
“discoveries owes more than a little to the tremendously exciting research of 
Suzanne Simard” (Powers in Morrow, 2018). In The Overstory Powers o ers the 
insight that the best arguments often fail to change a person’s mind; instead, 
what we need is a good story. Simard has written a book which combines the 
best arguments with her life story, and this juxtaposition cannot but help 
readers shift their thinking about forestry and the shared planet we inhabit. 
Simard’s findings that forests co-operate and nurture resonate intuitively, and 
it's little wonder that Finding the Mother Tree is a New York Times number one 
best seller, soon to be turned into a movie starring Amy Adams in the leading 
biopic role (Chawla, 2021).

Simard’s life – returning to her roots
Suzanne Simard came from a family steeped in old-style forestry (there are 
both a Simard Mountain and a Simard Creek in British Columbia – I would have 
liked a map to chart Simard’s journey better), and she worked initially for 
Canada’s Forest Service. Encouraged by her boss and mentor Alan Vyse, she 
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then completed a PhD at Oregon State University, before later securing a post at 
the University of British Columbia.

There is a sublime beauty in the ethereal intricacy of what we now know as 
the wood-wide-web – but how was Simard led to these discoveries? Wondering 
how forests worked began in her childhood, extending to scientific research 
when she began to wonder why it was that single crop trees failed to thrive. In 
1997 Simard’s research suggesting that carbon could be transferred between 
Douglas fir and Birch trees via fungal networks was published in Nature 
(Simard et al., 1997). She later mapped this mycorrhizal network, discovering 
that dying Douglas fir trees transmitted messages to Ponderosa pines, and 
finally that Douglas fir recognised their own kin, which led her to conceive of 
veterans as ‘Mother Trees’ (Simard, 2021: 286). As she writes, 

The old trees were the mothers of the forest. The hubs were Mother Trees […] 

This Mother Tree was the central hub that the saplings and seedlings nested 

around, with threads of di erent fungal species […] linking them, layer upon 

layer, in a strong complex web. (Simard 2021: 228)

One outcome of her life’s research is the Mother Tree Project, nine 
experimental forests trying to put into practice all that Simard has learned, 
retaining Mother Trees and making educated guesses “about which 
combinations of harvesting and planting will be most resilient to the stresses 
our planet is facing, how the healthiest connections can thrive alongside our 
needs to use resources from the forest” (Simard, 2021: 304). This left me with 
the feeling that Simard wants to return to the forestry of her grandparents, as, 
after all, the “hand felling, horse logging, and river drives left the forests 
capable of vibrant, renewed life” (Simard, 2021: 39). 

Science conquers all
To appreciate Simard’s achievements fully we must understand her family 
background, the scale of opposition at work and home, and later health 
concerns. At the Forestry Service she encounters resistance and intimidation, 
escalating from being called ‘Miss Birch’ owing to her predilection for a ‘weed’ 
species, to a public dressing down on a conference field trip because her 
research suggested that birch trees aided rather than hindered Douglas fir 
growth: “You have no idea how these forests work! You’re naïve to think we’re 
going to leave these weeds out here to kill the trees!” (Simard, 2021: 206).

Throughout many professional and personal trials and tribulations Simard 
consistently demonstrated an indefatigable work ethic and unquenchable 
curiosity. The success she will now be achieving with the book and film could 
not be more deserved. Reading Simard’s story I found myself wishing her all 
happiness given what she has endured in order to gift so much.

Simard’s most important legacy
While Simard’s book concludes with experimental forests, I hope she will be 
remembered more for providing the impetus to recast our relationship with 
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trees than for improving forestry. She has revealed to us that nature is not all 
maw and claw, by overturning the dogma that competition is the only 
interplant interaction in forests (Simard, 2021: 260). Discovering that forest 
life had a strong component of co-operation and nurturing formed the 
background to challenging clear-cutting and the ‘free to grow policies’ (Simard, 
2021: 91) which entailed removing so-called weed species like birch.

Finding the Mother Tree ultimately demands of us that we invert our 
commonly held view of trees; from inanimate if living statues – “just Goddamn 
trees” – to what Goodall describes as “individual beings” (Goodall and Hudson, 
2014: 8). This, however, raises a profound and perhaps intractable ethical 
dilemma, and leaves me thinking we can interpret Simard’s book in one of two 
main ways. First, Simard “did the work for the sake of the forest” (Simard, 
2021: 180). But, and secondly, coming from a “family of loggers […] I am not 
unmindful that we need trees for our livelihoods” (Simard, 2021: 293). That is, 
within Simard’s story there is a tension between venerating Mother Trees 
while still considering forests as sources of raw materials for human use. Most 
readers will view Simard’s account as that of a courageous women challenging 
outmoded forestry practices in a male-dominated industry, and a very 
uplifting story this is. Within this main narrative, however, lies something 
greater still: the idea that forests, and the tree-beings comprising them, 
possess value within themselves. This holds the important prospect of 
influencing our broader culture’s understanding of the reaches of plant 
sentience and cognition. That, to me, is the inexorable logic of where Simard’s 
research takes us, even if Simard does not explicitly say so herself.
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“Whoever denies that it hurts a dog to be kicked, or a duck to be plucked, is 
rightly seen by most of us as a psychopath. But when it comes to bugs and 
slugs – so unlike us, without those familiar movements, and vocalizations, 
and facial expressions, or even faces – we aren’t so sure.”
– Stevan Harnad, in the introduction to the webinar

Rather than wait till the end of this report – as publishing tradition would 
dictate – to disclose a conflict of interest, I’ll note mine at the outset. And 

it is this: I love insects. By this I do not mean the kind of emotion that set 
Victorian naturalists cleaning the British countryside of butterflies, at a time 
when essential field equipment included not just a lens and collecting boxes 
but a chequebook too, so that one was in a position to bid on the spot for any 
rare ‘aberrations’ that a fellow collector had caught (Salmon, 2000). That zeal 
is well illustrated by a comment in an 1864 letter penned by the collector James 
Charles Dale (quoted as an epigraph in Salmon [2000]): “I would go through 
fire and water for insects.”

Rather, by love of insects, I mean a natural a nity with them, a bullet-proof 
sense of pleasure that comes from being in their presence (assuming they are 
not trying to suck my blood), and a relationship with them that I will describe 
as being one of reverence. (No, I am not confused by the meaning of that last 
word. And, yes, I’m perfectly happy with my use of it.) By the same token, I 
loathe the mistreatment of these creatures.

There is a TED-Ed lecture from 2012, for instance, that I find abhorrent. In the 
video, TED Fellow and neuroscientist Greg Gage cuts o  the leg of a living 
cockroach. As he does this, he utters the following words with a tone that I find 
nauseating in its nonchalance: “Yeah, it’s gross. [Snip.] All right. So there we go.”

But the viewer is not meant to be concerned, for the cockroach had been 
dumped in a pot of iced water a minute earlier, so that they had become 
chillaxed (to use Gage’s flippant vocabulary). As he removes this being, the 
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footage seems to reveal that another insect, whom we saw floating on the 
surface of the iced water a minute earlier, has now drowned. That Gage gives 
the demonstration wearing a T-shirt decorated with a large cockroach graphic, 
as if he were their friend, only makes the viewing experience worse for me. 
What is demonstrated, above all else, is the kind of cruel behaviour somehow 
considered unproblematic in the human-supremacist worldview.

The incident also reveals an inexcusable ignorance of non-human interests. 
In an interview for the BBC (2012), describing his leg-removal experiments, 
Gage commented: “We won’t harm the insects […] His legs will grow back: he’s 
not an adult yet.” What is clear is that this scientist has not just a weak grasp of 
the word ‘harm’ but some major gaps, too, in his knowledge of basic insect 
biology. The live cockroach whose leg he amputates in the name of 
edutainment, in the TED-Ed lecture, possesses wings and is therefore, 
incontestably, an adult.

What is equally clear – for the moment, at least – is that my views are 
shared by only a small minority of people. On YouTube, the video of that 
lecture has, at the time of writing, elicited 6600 clicks on the up-pointing 
thumb and only 214 on the down-pointing one (including my own).1 Yet, a 
small minority can make a di erence. Complaints from viewers about 
competitors being asked to eat live insects for the sake of entertainment on 
the reality TV show I’m A Celebrity led to producers choosing to cease the 
practice. Commenting on the development, conservationist Chris Packham 
described it as a positive “first step” for the programme and observed that 
there “was never any ambiguity that eating live invertebrates was abuse and 
also exploitation for entertainment” (BBC News, 2019).

For the reasons presented above, among others, I was delighted to receive an 
email during the September just gone announcing a two-part webinar on 
invertebrate sentience. I eagerly accepted the invitation to attend, and I o er a 
report on this virtual meeting below.

* * *

The two-part online webinar, titled ‘Invertebrate Animal Sentience’, was 
convened by WellBeing International and the journal Animal Sentience and was 
financially supported by the Centre for E ective Altruism. It took place across 
20 and 27 October 2021, with both sessions being skilfully moderated by Stevan 
Harnad, Editor-in-Chief of Animal Sentience. (The videos can be accessed at: 
https://wellbeingintl.org/get-involved/webinars/.) My descriptions of the 
presentations below are arranged thematically, rather than being covered in 
the order in which they were given.

In introducing the first session, Stevan defined sentience as “a state that it 
feels like something to be in.” What one is feeling, he continued, “can be 
sensations like touch, colour, sound, warmth or movement. Or it can be 
emotions like joy or fear.”

The overarching question for the webinar, noted Stevan, was whether (and 
which) invertebrates are sentient. The seeking of empirical evidence to support 
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the case for sentience in any one species is far from straightforward. But “the 
answer matters,” he said, “at the very least to them, if they can feel. For where 
there is feeling, there can be hurt.”

Stevan was eager to stress that the question’s importance extends far outside 
the often-impassionate arena of science: “Is it really our problem, the human 
theorists contemplating it, the curious scientists busily testing our hypotheses 
on our ‘target’ species, pondering and probing whether or not they feel? Or, is 
[it] the problem of those other minds: of each individual member of those 
species – if our conclusion is not that they don’t feel, but that in fact they do?”

Research
Hermit crab shell selection and sentience
In his presentation, Bob Elwood (Professor Emeritus, Queen’s University 
Belfast, UK) explored what the selection of a new shell by a hermit crab 
(Figure  1) might reveal about sentience, drawing on research by himself and 
colleagues.

Hermit crabs, Bob explained, determine the value of a potential new 
gastropod shell to move into based on a variety of factors, including size, 
weight, shape and colour. These are assessed by a crab through a combination 
of sight, manipulation with their appendages while outside the shell, and 
testing of the shell while inside it. Following a comparative multifactor 
assessment of the two shells, in which memories of previous shell encounters 
are drawn upon, the crab decides whether or not to make the switch. Crabs are 
even able, in reaching a decision, to take into account the size of gaps that they 
may seek to move through in their immediate surroundings. The situation 
becomes yet more intricate when several hermit crabs are present around 
vacant shells.

Taken together, Bob noted, the behaviours that are seen indicate an ability of 
hermit crabs to evaluate the relationship between their own actions and those 
of other hermit crabs, to remember at least some of their own actions and the 
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consequences, to assess risk and benefits, and to be aware of their environment 
– all of which point towards sentience.

Furthermore, in experiments using small electric shocks, hermit crabs have 
been found to show not just an aversion to the negative experience (or stimulus, 
in the cold scientific lingo) – something evident in their increased tendency to 
take a new shell – but also a memory of it that lasts for at least 24 hours. This, 
Bob explained, is evidence that crabs have the capacity to feel pain, further 
bolstering the case for their sentience.

Cephalopod sentience
When talking about invertebrates, observed Jennifer Mather (Professor of 
Psychology, University of Lethbridge, Canada) in a presentation on cephalopods, 
we must “start thinking of them themselves: not them in terms of what we know 
and what we are, but in terms of what they are.” The vertebrate experience, she 
expanded, is of limited applicability only.

Jennifer proceeded to review the growing evidence base in cephalopods that 
supports a sense of self and the processing of experiences. In the case of 
cuttlefish, it has been found, for instance, that, following a positive experience, 
they can interpret and remember not only what was rewarded, but when and 
where the reward was made – implying the presence of a cognitively advanced 
learning system.

Another study to which Jennifer referred concerned the veined octopus’s use 
of tools – a “benchmark for cognitive sophistication,” in the words of the 
researchers (Finn et al., 2009). This cephalopod has been observed to use 
empty half coconut shells or the discarded shells of other marine animals for 
shelter (Figure  2). The researchers reported that these octopuses carried 
coconut shells in a non-defensive manner, so that they were able to use them 
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Figure 2. A veined octopus taking shelter in a discarded shell (Bernard DuPont; 
CC BY-SA 2.0).
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for protection when the need arose, and that they achieved this by adopting a 
di erent, more cumbersome, form of locomotion – something they termed 
‘stilt-walking’.

Shifting to pain perception, Jennifer described a recent study reporting that 
octopuses learned to avoid places in which they underwent a negative 
experience and that, following this occurrence, they preferred places where an 
analgesic was present (Crook, 2021). Furthermore, injection-site grooming 
was observed in all animals who received an injection of dilute acetic acid, but 
this behaviour ceased after they received a local anaesthetic. The researcher 
concluded from the evidence that octopuses are likely to experience pain 
a ectively (i.e. in a way that leads to a negative emotional state). Jennifer, who 
was more cautious in interpreting the results, suggested that further work 
would be needed to demonstrate this.

Sentience in bees
Lars Chittka (Professor of Sensory and Behavioural Ecology, Queen Mary 
University of London, UK) began his presentation, which covered bees and 
other insects, by quoting the ethologist Karl von Frisch (a joint recipient of the 
1973 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, whose work focused on 
honeybees): “A bee sits at the feeder and imbibes sugar water. You cut o  her 
abdomen at the thin waistline with scissors. Her head and thorax stay in place 
and the meal proceeds, only that […] everything leaks out at the back […] Such 
behaviour is incompatible with the perception of pain.”

“Now, that view,” Lars commented, “is still shared by the vast majority of 
the insect science community […] but it’s almost certainly nonsense. What Karl 
von Frisch denies here is even the presence of basic nociception – the reflex-
like withdrawal from harmful stimuli – and insects certainly have that.”

The persistence of the viewpoint, Lars added with visible regret, is evident in 
the commercial availability of small electrophysiology kits that can be ‘fitted’ 
to live cockroaches – by the sanding and stabbing of the exoskeleton, the 
amputating of the vital sensory organs that are the antennae, and the fixing of 
the various components with superglue – so that the insect’s movements can 
be controlled remotely using an app. Such a sequence of acts is appalling in its 
wanton violence towards other-than-human life, yet children are being 
encouraged to do these very things, under the guise of scientific education. The 
company that sells these, Backyard Brains, was co-founded by Greg Gage. (In a 
video from a TED conference in 2013, Gage demonstrates a cockroach ‘fitted’ 
with this equipment and laughs as his associate Tim Marzullo makes the insect 
spin in a tight circle with a simple thumb press on his smart phone [TED 
Archive, 2017]. Gage then inanely comments: “he’s a bit confused.”)

Speaking more generally, Lars observed that “millions and millions of 
insects are sacrificed on a weekly basis [in laboratories], and sometimes 
subjected to invasive ‘treatments’ with electrophysiology.”

Nevertheless, he noted, the viewpoint is beginning to be challenged by 
scientific evidence, including in bees – the focus for his own research. In what 
he describes as the “rich inner world” of these insects, research is revealing the 
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existence of a library of accessible memories, the ability to problem-solve, and 
the occurrence of di erent emotional states.

Finally, Lars highlighted the important early work in support of emotions in 
insects by Charles Henry Turner, an African American scientist who has been 
described as having been “shamefully neglected” (Abramson, 2017: 31). 
“Unable to secure an academic job despite his publication record,” Abramson 
(2017: 31) writes, “Turner did most of his research while teaching on the 
meagre salary paid in African American high schools […] without proper lab 
facilities, a library or graduate students.”

Implications for policy and legislature
Legal protection for the welfare of invertebrates
Jonathan Birch (Associate Professor of Philosophy, London School of 
Economics and Political Science, UK) explained that sentience matters not 
just ethically but legally. In the case of the latter, it is impacting the scope of 
animal welfare law in more and more countries.

“What we need,” Jonathan argued, “is to have clear, fair criteria for 
inclusion: criteria that do not set the bar so high an invertebrate could never 
meet it [or] imply a double standard in how we treat invertebrates versus how 
we treat vertebrates.” These criteria, he continued, could draw on neurological, 
cognitive and behavioural facets of an animal’s being. No single criterion, he 
argued, should be seen as su cient in itself; nor should any one criterion be 
seen as necessary.

Based on Jonathan’s assessment of current evidence, he felt that there was 
already a strong argument to be put to policy-makers for extending animal 
welfare legislation to cover the various cephalopods, as well as decapods such 
as crabs, lobsters and crayfish (Figure 3). At present, almost all countries lack 
such legislation, meaning that there is no legal mechanism to prevent, for 
instance, the live-boiling of lobsters.2
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Figure 3. A caught lobster, perhaps awaiting death by being boiled alive.
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Insect farming: a growing industry
Helen Lambert (past Sentience Manager at World Animal Protection, UK) 
reflected on the nascent but rapidly growing industry of insect farming. In 
animal welfare, Helen explained, there has not until now “been the urgency to 
focus on insect sentience.” There are thus many unanswered questions.

The industry is pushing ahead nonetheless, continued Helen, and it is going 
to place truly vast numbers of animals under human control with little or no 
thought for the individuals being farmed. This is because it has “been assumed 
that insects cannot feel, and so their welfare doesn’t matter. Questions such as 
best slaughter practices [boiling is one of the methods currently used], best 
housing conditions, and how to monitor and address health and disease issues 
need to be addressed from the insect’s perspective – and not just from best 
guesses but from empirical evidence.”

Helen argued that, within invertebrate sentience, there is a need to prioritize 
research into the small number of insects being put forward in policy 
documents as candidates, either as adults or as larvae, for mass consumption 
by humans or domesticated vertebrates. These include black soldier flies, palm 
weevils, and certain species of ant, cricket and locust (Figure 4).

A sentiocentric extension of consideration
Irina Mikhalevich (Assistant Professor of Philosophy, Rochester Institute of 
Technology, USA) began her presentation with a sentiocentric definition of 
moral standing. “There is generally wide, although not universal, philosophical 
agreement,” she contended, “that sentience is necessary […] for moral 
standing.” Expanding on this, she opined that a “being that matters morally in 
its own right is one whose life can go well or poorly from its own perspective.”
(I discuss this assertion below, in the section titled ‘My concluding thoughts’.)
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Figure 4. Dried migratory locusts from an insect farm (Wilhelm Thomas Fiege; 
CC BY-SA 4.0).
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Irina then turned to explore the grounds for moving beyond a vertebrate-
centred conception of welfare. The principle of moral consistency, she argued, 
calls for the extension of policy protection beyond vertebrates to also cover 
those invertebrates in whom evidence for sentience exists.

An evolutionary perspective
In his presentation, Giorgio Vallortigara (Professor, University of Trento, Italy) 
described how the evolutionary psychologist Nicholas Humphrey, building on 
work by the philosopher Thomas Reid, has argued for a basic distinction 
between sensation (what is happening to oneself) and perception (what is 
happening externally to oneself), with only the former being associated with 
consciousness. Developing this line of thought, Giorgio presented an argument 
that the evolutionary origin of sensation, as distinct from perception, lies in 
organisms’ experience of moving. A worm, for example, has a need to 
di erentiate between the external sensation that results from self-directed 
movement through soil and that relating to something else impinging on the 
body surface.

My concluding thoughts
It is clear that invertebrate sentience, as a scientific pursuit, is in its infancy. 
There is nothing approaching a consensus on possible qualifying criteria; and 
there is uncertainty as to whether putative indicators, where stipulated, have 
been satisfied. In part, this relates to the extraordinary diversity of the 
organisms in question.

Yet, with the ramping-up of insect farming, there is an escalating urgency to 
potentiate legal protection for invertebrate welfare. Only time will tell us how 
much this will depend on scientific evidence on a taxon-by-taxon basis and 
how much this could arise instead from reasonable extrapolation and by taking 
precaution to be a guiding principle. It strikes me that no study is needed, for 
instance, for one to reach the conclusion that cutting the leg o  a live 
cockroach is inhumane.

Then, there arises the issue of safeguarding the welfare of invertebrates 
within the research environment. For how much longer, for example, will the 
application of negative ‘stimuli’ to cephalopods and decapods be deemed 
ethically acceptable by the scientific community? (This was one of many 
questions touched upon during the discussion segments of the webinar.)

Finally, if, in contrast to Irina Mikhalevich, we believe that moral standing 
within the ecosphere permeates beyond the bounds of sentient life and instead 
contend that agency by itself establishes intrinsic value (Curry, 2018), then we 
will find important additional reasons to feel compelled to safeguard 
invertebrate interests. (For a thoughtful examination of the interests of moths 
in relation to human interference, without any appeal to sentience, see Whyte 
[2020].)

In a bio- or ecocentric worldview, an improved understanding of sentience 
will still be of much significance – in helping us to honour moral standing – 
but a challenge is laid down to the urge to proclaim that sentient or intelligent 
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beings are the Earth’s elite group. For, as Eileen Crist (2020) has noted: “It’s a 
subtle but irresistible thing that the (Western) mind wants to do – to deploy 
categories that perpetuate the habit of hierarchical reasoning, categories that 
tacitly exclude many, if not most, nonhumans. The special league of ‘intelligent’ 
species is arguably something of an unconscious human-supremacist sleight 
of hand.”

Notes
1 In another sample, I found myself in the majority. Specifically, I asked an 

eight-year-old and an eleven-year-old whether they thought it was 
acceptable to cut o  a live cockroach’s leg for the purpose of education. They 
answered, independently, that it definitely could not be justified in this 
context.

2 At the time of writing, debate is taking place in the UK on whether decapod 
crustaceans and cephalopod molluscs could be included within the scope of 
any legislation arising from the Animal Welfare (Sentience) Bill (Horton, 
2021).
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Non sibi sed cunctis: Not for oneself, but for others. This is the motto of the 
Millbrook School, founded in 1931. It’s the only school in the United States 

that has an accredited zoo (the Trevor Zoo), with an endangered-species 
breeding program that’s run by specially-trained high school students.

Millbrook School is the alma mater of Thomas E Lovejoy (1941–2021). He was 
in the class of 1959, and while enrolled there he was the student head of the 
Trevor Zoo. Long after his graduation, Tom remained loyal to Millbrook.

Years later, at the public dedication of the Zoo’s Environmental Education 
Center, in late September 1995, Tom said: “It is the failing of American 
education that by and large still produces a citizenry largely ignorant of the 
biology on which human existence depends. It is my personal view that the 
destructive behaviour of the current Congress with respect to the environment 
would be very di erent were there more widespread understanding of biology. 
It is this very understanding – through the wonder of living things – that we 
may begin to understand our own survival as dependent on the planet’s 
biodiversity.”

Tom was a mentor throughout my life’s work as a forest ecologist, educator 
and explorer. After I had earned my doctorate in tropical ecology from Antioch 
University, I called Tom to ask his advice about my pending career choices. I 
told him that many of my colleagues were discouraging me from my love of 
teaching. Tom then highlighted his own situation regarding guiding famous 
politicians and musicians into the Brazilian Amazon; he mentioned that some 
called this “a waste of his time” as a world expert on biodiversity. Yet he 
understood that the impact of such influences could not be underestimated. 
Tom was able to reach the broader public with his urgent message about the 
biodiversity crisis, both through his work and through his influence on global 
leaders.
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I often visited Tom at his home in McLean, Virginia, and at his various o ces 
in Washington, DC. He was famously known for his holiday “Wassails” in his 
old log cabin home o  Georgetown Pike. Politicians, conservationists and 
social activists attended. That’s how we first met back in the 1990s. We settled 
into a private corner to talk about nature, teaching and my ecological work in 
Ecuador. At his request, I called him the next day, and that was when Tom told 
me about Millbrook, a small boarding school in New York’s Hudson Valley with 
a zoo. The school was seeking a new Science Department Chairman. I went up 
for an interview and was hired. I worked at the school for 13 years, and 
throughout these years, Tom visited regularly as a member of the Board of 
Trustees, and as a friend.

Tom had an Oscar Wildean sense of humor. He always decorated the top 
branch of his dining room Christmas tree, not with a Christmas angel but with 
a Papua New Guinean koteka, or penis gourd. He was never disrespectful of 
others’ spiritual practices, but Tom was an ‘out of the box’ character with an 
endearing and quirky sense of humour. He was also a dedicated naturalist and 
scholar. On the property of his McLean home compound was an entire building 
devoted to his personal library, some of which was also displayed in his living 
room around the fireplace. He loved collecting exquisite antiquarian natural 
history books.

Tom’s prolific writing includes over 200 scientific articles and a host of books 
about the world’s tropical rainforests, and about the connections between 
biodiversity and climate change. Indeed, Tom was a prescient science analyst 
of the impending adverse impacts of climate change on biodiversity – impacts 
we are seeing in our time. He was an early practitioner of the UN call for action: 
“Think globally, act locally.” Tom’s local actions included weekly attendance 
of spring and autumn weekend “Power Bird Walks.” These occurred on the 
campus of Madeira School (next-door to his McLean home), and were led by 
his naturalist, bird photographer friends and teachers, John and Lee Trott, 
founders of the Burgundy Center for Wildlife Studies in West Virginia. Often 
attending those walks were renowned scientists and politicians, along with 
their students and community friends.

For Thomas E Lovejoy, the ‘others’ in the Millbrook School’s motto included, 
as he liked to say, “all things, natural and free.” As my mentor, Tom was 
stalwart and selfless in his support of my work and my students. Recently, Tom 
led a brief return expedition to his world-renowned research site in the 
Brazilian rainforest, taking one of my biology students as the new Headmaster 
at Millbrook School. The magic of Tom’s generosity is guaranteed for this gem 
of an environmentally-active school for coming generations of environmental 
stewards. 

When I learned about Tom’s cancer, I called him immediately to express my 
concern and to thank him for his unflagging commitment to the Earth. The 
influence of this doyen of biodiversity will echo through the generations and 
guide the work of innumerable future conservationists.
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Edited by Victor Postnikov

Victor is a poet, essayist and translator based in Kiev, Ukraine.

Special note: The poetry section for this issue has been produced under 
extraordinarily challenging conditions by Victor Postnikov, from a temporary 
residence in Krakow, Poland. The editorial collective of The Ecological Citizen 
wholeheartedly salute his courage and thank him for his dedication.

Life far exceeds humans. For millennia, ecopoets have understood it as a far 
greater enterprise. In their poetry, we can hear the voices of those who came 
before us and those who live alongside us. Now, however, they face extinction 
and die in silence, deafened by the roar of civilization. The time has come to 
renew the old understanding that all life, including humanity, speaks a 
common language. Thus, the mission of ecocentric poetry, or ecopoetry, is to 
help us empathize with non-human entities, be they a whale, a tree or a 
mountain. For we are all kin. Through metaphor and imagery, it speaks 
directly to our hearts and genes. We begin to realize that we have evolved 
together and share a common fate.

CLASSIC

War
(Excerpt from Ways of Cain)
Maximilian Voloshin

1.
Peace lasted long. The nations prospered
And were extremely satisfied.
Yet, now and then,
After exchanging glances,
They’d pounce upon the weakest
And devoured;
Then moved back, growling.
Overall,
The world was rolling normal:
The trillions of wheels rotated hammers,
Guns being machined;
The chemists worked to get more toxic matter;
The scientists were busy with machines
Of mass destruction;
Politicians crept
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Over maps for colonizing markets;
The thinkers praised eternal peace on Earth,
While women swayed in pliant tangos
Displaying powdered flesh; it seemed,
The cultural manometer attained
Its apogee.

2.
Then, from the space,
A voice was heard, proclaiming:
“Time to sharpen out the hatred
Of the war!
Because men mounted the thrones,
Empowered demons,
Released the hidden fire to the world;
Because men bridled the neutrality of heavens,
Because the freedom of the air was spoiled,
Because the greediness was turned into the profit,
I free the demons from obedience to men,
And chaos of the substance -
From the music!
I order them to be the masters of the world
Until the people conquer them again,
By overcoming arrogance and hatred…”

3.
Now Demon scorned and laughed
And Babylon damnation
Disa rmed,
So languages cohered into a common,
But hopelessly distorted speech,
The meaning was confused.
The war was chosen as the means
To cope with cruelty;
The martyrs multiplied
The lie with their truths;
And Wisdom, shamefully undressed,
Like whore, caressed the soldiers.
Reason swam in blood,
So nothing left to do for men
But kill.

4.
I saw it all: the heaven’s door unleashed
In Lion constellation,
And the demons
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Rushed to the Earth,
Forsaking their homes;
The people crowded the river valleys,
Depicting States.
They dug the trenches for the snakes,
They pastured monsters,
Being at a time,
The pastors and the meal.
 
5.
Time seemed to topple over,
As the world
Sank into dark
Oblivion of the Past;
Huge vermins crept from slime,
The iron spiders swarmed,
The serpents swallowed lightings,
And dragons
Belched the shafts of fire;
In the seas, the fish
Was spawning deadly roe;
While in the sky,
The feathered lizards
Blocked the shining sun,
The monstrous bugs
Left larva in men’s bodies:
The hordes of devil’s fiends
Equipped with hatred, anger,
Derived from men,
Stung, clawed and chewed;
While cities spun,
And milled selected grains of firstings
For Demon’s meal;
And nations danced in ruins -
World has never seen such frenzied
Dance of Death.

6.
More! More! All seemed to crave for more…
Then new call was proclaimed:
“Down with the war of tribes, the armies and the fronts:
Long live the civic war!”
And armies mixed their ranks, and kissed
The enemies; then rushed 
Onto civilians whom they chopped,
Beat, shot, hung, tortured, took the scalps,
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Carved belts, polluted churches,
Ruined the stocks,
Spoiled ploughs, cattle, and the wheat,
Deserted villages and ate
The flesh of children hunger-stricken.
The plague arrived at last…

7.
The sightless times began.
Earth seemed a wide and spacious place,
But yet there was no room
For people in the deserts;
They were conspiring new machines
To start a war again;
Thus nothing had been learned
From massacres
Of passing generations.

Translated by VI Postnikov.
Note: The epic poem Ways of Cain, from which the above is excerpted, was 

written in the 1920s during the Russian Civil War.

CLASSIC

A hut
Taras Shevchenko

She would not pray for me,
She did not bow;
My mother simply
Sang:
“Let him be good,
Let him be grown!”
And I have grown 
su cient 
to pray God
But not to prosper 
On my own.
It would be better
Not to live
Or just be drown -
I wouldn’t’ve’ had to curse God
On my own.

While I was humble,
asking God for almost naught:
 a forest hut,  
two poplars
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nearby,
and my poor girl
Oksanochka to hug,
To sit together on a hill 
And watch the Dnieper wide 
and meadows’ golden light,
And high raised graves, – 
 To see and contemplate:
When they were ever dug?
And who was buried there ?  
To quietly sing – the two of us -
A sad and ancient tune 
About the hetman-knight. 
And then descend
Into the night
Till dark 
enfolds us
And the world’s asleep,
And crescent rises bright.
We’d watch all this, and pray
And talk and silently
 Go to our hut.

You God give gardens 
to the rich
and palaces on high;
The rich, being ravenous and fat, 
Spit on your paradise
While we crave for a hut. 

I prayed for just a tiny hut
In your paradise,
I prayed and prayed for only this:
To die o’er Dnieper on a hill,
In a tiny little hut.

Translated by VI Postnikov.
Note: This poem was written in 1850.

CONTEMPORARY

A Death
Patrick Curry

A snipe, surprisingly large
and alive, crouching in the harsh 
electric glare of the King’s Road, this
cold November night. 
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It (he? She?) is bleeding from the bill, 
in startingly red globs. Its eyes 
are clear, but uncomprehending.
It is dying. 

Soon it lays its head on one side,
and the eyes start to close. 
What is this bird, so wild 
and free, doing here? 

The long, elegant bill, for probing mud;
the barred brown and beige feathers
for hiding in grass or reeds;
the dark liquid eyes

Which didn’t see the car or bus or building. 
This is what I cannot bear:
the slaughter of the innocents,
and our ignorant cruelty.

CONTEMPORARY

Pok-A-Tok as an Augury of Escapism and Extinction
(After Judy Chicago’s The End: A Meditation on Death and Extinction)
Tim Fab-Eme

You’re quick to quip we can’t stop the Sun
from scarring our skins when we stay out long.
I say it’s the need we wreathe in greed
that’s nauseating us with nemesis now; I say it’s
the wrong way we make our brief stay here,
digging our living room to fill up a playground.

Elon Musk woke from a nightmare and his physician,
unwilling to call him silly and risk her job,
prescribed a placebo of sex in Mars to vex
those unskilled in the phenomenal art of stripping Earth.

The Arctic Ocean and its stretched arm of ice
floe is shrinking fast against the slow polar bear
straining to leap ahead of our extending warming range;
every extinction first begins as a meditation on self-love
and it’s not strange that Abu Dhabi is drunk

with the wetness of her laps to tow icebergs.
I love watching the pious play pok-a-tok to placate
a faraway god with the blood of their kin,
I love watching the rich raise pyramids to etch
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their names into the horizons of life beyond here;
they always dig living rooms to fill up playgrounds.

CONTEMPORARY

Reflections in the Eyes of a Dying Waterbird
(After Susan Schuppli’s Nature Represents Itself)
Tim Fab-Eme

Memorial days always come to us as rainfall,
each drizzle scribbling the names of extinct species
in the menstrual overflows of crude oil giants.

Earth’s festering fast in my fist like an A-bomb;
now a minute’s silence for the forgotten and cli-summits
of all drum and no dance aren’t active anymore

in shrouding the gloom of doom in the eyes
of the su ocating shoebill stork nesting in my soul,
its call a cenotaph for the 100,000 birds 10,000,000
fish 10,000 sea turtles and the other unnamed casualties

of the Deepwater Horizon spill in the Gulf of Mexico.
BP can camouflage his crimson logo like a cuttlefish
however he wants, and wangle Washington with a wild
range of radar and satellite images of the slick,
it won’t stop nature from representing herself as omens.

CONTEMPORARY

In Exchange
Dee Allen

I feel for the antediluvian forests 
Being systemically cut for 
American lumber building 
Spreading more civilisation, 
European biomass for burning 
As factory-made fuel, new 
Means to spoil the air— 
Critters of the trees, of wings and paws, 
Forced to fly and crawl to new lives 
Of displacement— 
Their original homes in exchange 
For uncertainty—

Note: This poem was written in response to the poem Immigrants by Rupi Kaur.
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CONTEMPORARY

Married to Nature
Priya Chouhan

A long life, loaded with jubilant remembrances, 
married to nature, the wood reminding dreadful pain as 
I sat on a bench. 

Stagnant etiquette dictating, this routine unwelcomed, 
stale hopes, naked aspirations, chattering home shunned. 

Leaves feeding on my intense heat (anger), 
cold fingers, exasperation sleeps. 

Resurgence in the old world, devoid of allegations, 
husband taught me to breathe, sorrow liberated. 

Drizzle of green glitter adorned my hand, 
agony of wood calmed down. 

Hesitant to the drastic change, 
leaf touched my ached skin. 

A long life .................................. on a bench!

CONTEMPORARY

A Murmuring Wind
Priya Chouhan

Swallowed by the mystic nature, 
reborn as a woman, di erent from earlier.

A murmuring wind rumpled my dark hair, 
clouds scattered, the rainbow has finally appeared.

Valuable shield, often goes unperceived, 
devastating to disregard a part of me. 

The power of its various aspects hushed me, 
shut my eyes, the hidden beauty revealed. 

Many left my hands, grass hugged me, 
flowers absorbed my tears, I dozed o . 

Stood up, welcomed the gust of wind, 
presence of drops felt, the nature winked. 

A murmuring .................................. appeared!
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CONTEMPORARY

Nightingale’s Melody
Priya Chouhan

City lights turned o , roads emptied,
flash of moon glow illuminated the eyes.

Stream of honey flowed in her throat, 
in the darkest hour, heard an irresistible
nightingale’s melody. 

Kneeled by my wounded heart, feathers caressed
sunken cheeks,
was comatose for years, thoughts drifting 
towards a bleak landscape. 

Euphonious sound in the midst of a su ering, 
repaired my dead cells, the melody was comforting. 

Slept on her lap, provided me enough warmth, 
love re-birthed me, trauma crept away,
the song continued. 

The night is leaving, day knocked at my door,
a harmonious voice, the nightingale is gone.

Stream of .................................. nightingale’s melody!

About the poets
Maximilian Alexandrovich Kirienko-Voloshin (1877–1932) was a Russian poet 
and water colour painter.

Taras Hryhorovych Shevchenko (1814–61) was a Ukrainian poet, writer and 
artist. 

Patrick Curry is Editor-in-Chief of The Ecological Citizen.

Tim Fab-Eme experiments with poetic forms on the themes of environmental, 
racial and social justice. He studied engineering at the Niger Delta University.

Dee Allen is an African-Italian performance poet based in Oakland, CA, USA. 
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Priya Chouhan is in her final year studying Economics at St Xavier’s College, 
Jaipur, Rajasthan, India. 
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Fiction section

Edited by Joe Gray

Joe is a field naturalist and conservationist who lives on the island of Great 
Britain. He writes eco-fiction under the pen name Dewey Dabbar.

At a time of great uncertainty about the future conditions that life is going
to face on Earth, even in the near term, and when readers of non-fiction
are increasingly wearied by facts and growing warier by the day of 
misinformation, fiction o ers a powerful alternative means of conveying 
messages of deep import, be they ones that will help shift mindsets or those 
that will directly inspire action.

Stu ed heads
Jamie McGill

They were alive, but no one knew. Adorned with colorful beads and plastic glasses, 
no one but me knew that they were more than objects on display. Their stillness 
was deceptive, but their plastic eyes saw the indi erence and mockery of the 
humans that passed. Their heads were stu ed with cotton but retained the memory 
of the gunshots and the pain, and the beauty of the life that they led before. I’ve 
stared at these creatures for hours every day from my seat at the cash register, in 
the hell that was the antique store where I spent my days, waiting for customers 
that rarely appeared, o ering the deer my silent and insignificant apologies for the 
damage caused by my species. They stared back at me with judgment.

They spoke to me. They filled my head with images of the lives taken from 
them, scenes of grazing in vast meadows, of the fawns abandoned, the friends 
and family whom they had loved. They had all the freedom and serenity in the 
world. And then scenes of the end. The fear and confusion. Running through the 
home that was theirs, away from invaders who shot at them with metal sticks 
and who filled their peaceful forest with deafening and terrifying noises. And 
then I would be transported beyond just watching their history unfold. I would 
feel the pain that was unbearable, that knocked me over and left me breathless. 
The fire that would appear in my side, slowly draining the life from my body, hot 
thick blood oozing from my injury.

I can see and hear a form coming closer to me, my heart pounding and my 
legs twitching, but I am unable to escape. I can hardly move. I am crippled by 
pain and paralyzed by terror. The monster is growing larger and larger, and the 
sound of their feet stomping on the leaves destroying everything in my world 
grows louder and louder until they loom over me and stick a knife in me. This is 
the pain that is worst of all, but it lasts only a second.



FICTION | www.ecologicalcitizen.net

Vol 5 No 2 2022 | Page 223

Then I would awaken. Still upright, my body intact and free of pain. I am 
transported back to the store, hearing the quiet music playing and smelling the 
scent of old books and moldy clothing. And the clock on the wall would show 
me that no time had passed. I would resume watching customers, all of them 
oblivious to the horror that surrounded them, or just continue with some 
meaningless task.

These visions were brought to me seemingly at random, perhaps when it 
became impossible for the creatures to contain all their trauma, or perhaps 
when their rage became so all-consuming and explosive that they had to inflict 
it on another. Who better than me, who felt their pain but did nothing to end it, 
and who cared, but not enough to help.

Sometimes they were sold. I would dismount the heads from the wall, 
bringing the deer to the customer. These creatures were destined to hang above 
mantles for the rest of time. I would touch their soft pelts, feel their weight, 
and sense the hatred directed at me and everyone else who observed them. All 
who noticed their su ering and refused to destroy what was left of them and 
finally allow them peace. I would wrap them in paper and accept the value that 
was placed on their lives. And when they were gone, a weight was lifted o  my 
chest. Of the hundreds that filled the store, one less existed here to haunt me. 
The soul that was purchased would move on to a new space with new humans 
to possess. To people who may not notice their wrath but who would be 
poisoned, nonetheless, by their presence.

About the author
Jamie McGill, a student at Algoma University, writes short fiction that hinges 
on themes of veganism and animal liberation.
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