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Witnessing other times: An 
ecological calendar and a 
practice of ecological attention
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Nora is a lecturer in philosophy at the University of Galway, Ireland, whose 
current research focus is on environmental ethics and philosophy, with a 
particular interest in ecological attention, rewilding and ecofeminism. Amber 
is a multidisciplinary artist living and working on the Beara Peninsula on the 
South-West coast on Ireland, whose work explores concepts and practices of 
mutual witnessing, respect and understanding in relation to the natural world.

In this essay, an environmental philosopher and visual artist engage with the 
temporal experiences of nonhuman others through the creation of an ecological 
calendar. The calendar project is informed by both an acknowledgement of the 
ethical importance of attention and connection to the natural world, and the 
awareness of the coexistence of multiple and multispecies timescapes. 
Ultimately, the essay maintains that the human domination of ecological 
systems is both spatial and temporal. Decentering the human as the only 
makers and markers of time can thus create potential opportunities for more 
relational, integrated and mutually beneficial rhythms and habits.
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“We want to ask
‘How can you live here?’
But we drive fast
past their answer
our attention always
ahead of us.”
– Brewer (2006)

This essay is a multidisciplinary – philosophical and visual – attempt to 
engage with the diverse temporalities of nonhuman others. In line with 

Michael Lipscomb’s contention that it is necessary to interact with “di4erent 
temporal registers” (2011: 284) in order to respond e4ectively to complex 
ecological crises, we develop a theoretical and practical consideration of how
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to develop di4erent rhythms in relation to non-dominant and non-
anthropocentric timescapes. We first conceptually outline the context and 
significance of temporal mismatches between humans and nonhumans. We 
then o4er a response by highlighting an artistic project based in the Beara 
Peninsula in the West of Ireland which presents a nature-focused alternative to 
traditional forms of time-keeping by developing an ecological calendar that 
emerges from a practice of local, place-based attention.

Temporal homogeneity and temporal mismatches
It is intuitive to associate ecological crises with their spatial dimensions, for 
example, habitat destruction, plastic pollution, and rising sea-levels. Yet there 
are also less recognized temporal aspects. Changing temperatures a4ect not 
only ecosystem quality, but also when, and at what speed, species and 
individuals move or do not move. As healthy multispecies relationships depend 
upon coevolved rhythms and temporal synchronicities, large-scale, rapid 
shifts in timing can be disastrous. When temperature shifts cause caribou to 
arrive at Arctic feeding grounds too late to take advantage of high vegetation 
growth, for instance, their likelihood of survival is significantly reduced.

These individual cases of mismatch also point to a causal factor underlying 
contemporary environmental issues. Namely, that the temporal experiences
of many dominant human cultures are disconnected from nonhuman 
experiences. This is apparent in the case of climate change, in which the 
longer-term and slower impact changes required for amelioration are in 
conflict with the shorter-term structures and motivations of political and 
social institutions. It is also witnessed more concretely in less abstract 
examples. Roads, for example, present not only an example of spatial 
domination of the landscape, but also a temporal one. The speed of cars clashes 
with the pace of many species, resulting in the death of billions and trillions of 
animals and insects annually.

The particularly accelerated mode of dominant human life that underlies 
these a-synchronicities can be traced in part to the fossil-fuel transition of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the related escalation of capitalist 
economies. The industrial revolution constituted a break which allowed for both 
resource extraction at a degree far beyond what had been previously possible, as 
well as an augmentation of a temporal logic informed by a forward-focused 
ideology of continual and linear productivity. In contrast to a once-prevalent 
human experience of time as cyclical, contextual and relational, what Katherine 
Hunfeld (2022) calls the “dominant linear-progressive paradigm” saw a view of 
time emerge as something to be used, controlled and manipulated. Under this 
broader logic, the past was undermined as a source of epistemic value and a 
sense of the deep future was supplanted by a fast-paced presentism which 
aligns with the rapid rewards of capitalist markets.

As Michael Serres contends in The Natural Contract, modern times can thus be 
perceived as one of “short-term obsessions” (1995: 31). And, like Erin Fitz-
Henry (2017) maintains, drawing on Serres, this inherited presentism even 
pervades much of environmental discourse, which can often downplay insights 
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learned from the past and be motivated by a goal-directed urgency that 
undermines slower responses. As such, the phenomenon of ‘shifting-baseline 
syndrome’ – where past ecological abundance and species diversity is 
forgotten – may not stem from individual failure but rather from a cultural 
loss of memory resources.

It is from the acknowledgment of temporal misalignment and dominance 
that we can therefore contextualize the growing calls to find other tempos, 
particularly ones that can “disturb the tempos of our time” (Lipscomb, 2011: 
302). Attending to the temporal diversity and heterogeneity of other cultures, 
species, individuals and lifeforms can challenge frameworks which converge 
upon particular human experiences and flatten or demote others, and, in turn, 
open up opportunities for instances of acknowledgment and appreciation. 
Furthermore, it may also elicit a recognition of the points of continuity and 
integration that already exist. As Barbara Adam maintains, for example, 
human rhythms never were, nor can they be, divorced completely from 
nonhuman rhythms, and are always entangled through “hierarchical nesting 
and implication, with enfoldment and resonance” (1998: 162). This is perhaps 
precisely the lesson of climate change: the enmeshment of geological and 
human time and the temporal inescapability of natural processes in more 
general terms.

Towards the goal of making other times visible, important work has been 
done in highlighting Indigenous ecological calendars which o4er valuable 
counter-imaginaries to the Gregorian calendar and confront colonial notions 
of simplicity or ahistoricism in Indigenous temporal experiences (cf. Hunfeld, 
2022; Rozzi et al., 2023). There is also a value in more explicit ecocentric 
approaches which centre the diverse temporal realities of nonhuman others 
and are open to the rich, agential nature of these alternatives. As Michelle 
Bastion and Rowan Bayliss Hawitt (2023) contend, the discipline of phenology 
– the study of life-cycle timing across species – can o4er important insights 
here. Engaging with the rhythms and temporal experiences of, and across, species 
can serve to integrate human communities into their ecological relations, an 
experience that has normative repercussions. In particular, it encourages, as 
reflected upon by the authors of a project on the temporalities of kombucha 
SCOBYs (or ‘mothers’), a destabilization of a “human-centered positionality,” 
and consequently a “better relational multispecies understanding of temporalities 
based on care” (Bell et al., 2024: 2).

One possible issue here though is a lingering assumption that animals and 
other nonhumans simply do not have anything to teach us as their temporal 
experiences are inferior or less complex than ours. Indeed, there is a commonly 
accepted view that animals, unlike humans, do not have the capacity to think 
about the past or wonder about the future. Termed the “mental time travel 
hypothesis”, the assumption is that it is only humans who can consider the 
past and future, whereas animals and other nonhumans remain stuck in an 
eternal present (Suddendorf and Corballis, 2007). While this theory is 
increasingly challenged, the hypothesis may fail to pass even basic common-
sense perception in the first instance. Barn swallows, for example, migrate 
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thousands of miles to the African continent for the winter and then often 
return to the exact same nest site in northern Europe for summer breeding. If 
the site is disrupted, they will find a new site to build a nest to which they will 
return in future breeding seasons. Likewise, squirrels, jays and many other 
species plan for the winter and store food, remembering the location of 
multiple caches. Birds decorate nests in anticipation of breeding and 
incorporating the aesthetic preferences of potential partners. While these 
examples of remembering the past and anticipating the future are sometimes 
chalked down to a mindless playing out of instinct, such an explanation is 
harder to justify when there are increasing examples of creative adaptation in 
which species can alter the timing or nature of these rhythms in response to 
habitat and climate-related disruption.

What might therefore be necessary, in light of this broader tendency towards 
reductionism, is to cultivate experiential practices of attention that do not 
categorize, simplistically compare, di4erentiate or immediately intellectualize. 
In this regard, insights can be gleaned from ethical frameworks which 
highlight the potential of attention to initiate a4ective experiences which 
disrupt the ingrained conceptual dichotomies which separate human and 
nonhuman worlds. For Iris Murdoch, proper attention is synonymous with love 
insofar as it elicits a perception of the other beyond narcissism and internal 
illusion and bias (e.g. Murdoch, 1971). Similarly, as Nel Noddings (2010) has 
argued, attentiveness can generate experiences of empathy which challenge 
habits that separate one’s own needs and desires from those of others. This is a 
point that environmental philosopher Tom Birch (1993) also highlights in 
relation to the natural world more broadly, as he contends that a generous 
attentiveness to “others of all sorts” can confront fictional anthropocentric 
assumptions of human superiority and create pathways for reciprocity and 
relationality.

It is informed by this understanding of the ethical significance of attention, 
as well as the need to witness and think along with multispecies timescapes 
and temporal experiences, that the rest of the essay will centre a practical 
example by highlighting an artistic ecological calendar project based in the 
Beara Peninsula on the southwest coast of Ireland. In the following section, the 
artist, Amber, provides reflections on her intentions behind – and ongoing 
process of – creating a nature-based calendar that o4ers an alternative to 
dominant forms of time-keeping. While the focus here is on the creative task of 
the calendar itself, it is envisioned that the insights and practices gleaned can 
be adopted in a variety of other contexts.

Artist’s reflections
The idea and practice of the ecological calendar
The aim of the ecological calendar is to present a place-based and nature-
focused alternative to the Gregorian calendar. The project consists of 
continuous and time-sensitive research, documentation and drawing. Instead 
of using words and numbers, the ecological calendar brings forth images of 
surrounding living creatures and plants in various stages of their life and 
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seasonal cycles. I record my encounters with flora and fauna in the form of 
detailed colour pencil drawings on an expansive white background. I see these 
subjects as time markers, crossing paths with me at particular times of the 
seasonal year and indicating environmental change and the passing of time. I 
envision around twenty-four drawings in chronological order, displayed in a 
way that emphasizes the diverse expressions of the natural environment along 
a somewhat structured path. To honour the intention of reframing my own 
experience and understanding of time, I have not imposed a strict schedule or 
completion date for the calendar. I want instead to let go of expectations of 
productivity and allow a more organic rhythm to be revealed.

The habit of noticing, connecting, remembering and analysing the encounters 
with my local natural spaces has extended beyond the calendar practice and is 
increasingly a part of my everyday reality. Recently, I observed a female 
blackbird shelter from the late summer rain under the roof of my art studio. I 
see her morning, noon and evening now. I suspect that her chicks have fledged 
and she is spending time away from the nest, resting and feeding herself before 
the colder season starts. The warm temperatures and developed foliage around 
the landscape mean that there are many earthworms and insects, along with 
softening berries and fruits in the garden.

This practice does not end at the observation of my external environment. It 
also encourages me to observe and reflect in a deeper way. I consider the 
questions: how might I relate to the behaviour of this blackbird in this 
particular moment? Can I see a part of myself in her behaviour, longing to rest 
and recuperate after putting so much e4ort into something? Through 
observing the blackbird, can I better recognize a time for action and a time for 
recovery? I watch her sit still on a patch of dry concrete, her feathers pu4ed up, 
keeping herself cosy. She rests and waits for the rain to stop. 

The small tortoiseshell butterfly
The first calendar entry is a butterfly with its wings closed. More specifically, it 
is a small tortoiseshell butterfly (Aglais urticae), a familiar winter house-guest, 
usually found in the back of a wardrobe or the dark corner of a room, 
motionless in hibernation, waiting for the springtime to come. The experience 
of coming across the hibernating creature comes with the smell of dusty and 
damp places, and more recently with the feeling of a warm cosy home when it’s 
cold outside. Searching the back of the wardrobe for warm winter clothes is 
often the time when our paths cross.

I approach this interaction as an expression of our temporal realities, the 
butterfly finding a dark corner to sleep away from the cold, and also my own 
seasonal habits of keeping warm, both of which lead to this intersection.
This experience of time is not abstract, but rather has a smell, a taste, a 
temperature. It is my memory of it occurring periodically that defines it as an 
indication of the passing of a seasonal, cyclical time. This embodied manner of 
time-tracking is rich and nourishing. It allows me to better recognize that 
other lives exist parallel to mine and to understand that their movements are 
also informed by our shared environment. I am part of their world and their 

http://www.ecologicalcitizen.net


LONG ARTICLE | www.ecologicalcitizen.net

Vol 8 No 2 2025 | Page 164

story as they are a part of mine; we are a witness to each other's lives and
thus connected to each other’s rhythms. Recognizing and experiencing these 
synchronicities is an important step in learning how to participate mindfully in 
the stories of others, to move with ecological currents bigger than just my own.

The chanterelle
Another entry is a golden chanterelle mushroom (Cantharellus cibarius). The 
autumn provides a symphony of colourful, intriguing mushroom appearances. 
Mushrooms are fantastical in their appearance, and so biologically and 
chemically intertwined with the soil that they could be considered its 
extension. In my attention to mushrooms for the project, I find myself learning 
a lot about the various fungi growing around in my local place, and 
consequently learning more about my local place. Just like the trees 
communicate, mushrooms also communicate. A particular mushroom species 
can provide information about soil quality and type, the presence or absence of 
di4erent tree species in the areas, weather patterns and temperature, land use, 
animal presence and more. Chanterelles, in particular, like to form symbiotic 
relationships with trees such as birch, beech and oak. A so-called good 
chanterelle year is usually one with heavy rain interspersed with periods of hot 
weather. Attention to chanterelles can thus reflect not only the “when” (the 
time of year), but also the “where (am I)”, “what (happened)” and “who (else 
is here)”.

The appearance of mushroom species above ground are often very short-
lived. As a result of this, they stand as an archetype of impermanence, a 
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physical expression of the environment in a specific, transient state. Engaging 
with mushrooms helps me to challenge straight-forward, linear notions of 
time, and even to complexify a sense of time that is presented as neatly cyclical. 
Mushrooms sometimes fruit and sometimes don’t. Encountering a particular 
mushroom above ground is rarely a given; it cannot be predicted with 
certainty. Whether or not it happens itself tells a particular story.

Final reflections
In this project, I am asking the natural world, and specifically, my place, to show 
me what time of year it is, and it is my prerogative to listen. It is not always easy 
to listen or understand. However, I chose this mode of time recording as it 
grounds me in the diverse and textured reality of my existence. I can experience 
time through multisensory interactions with more-than-human others and 
worlds. I can smell, hear, touch and taste the movement of time. As an embodied 
observer attending to other embodied observers, these temporal interactions are 
reciprocal and formative: in my own witnessing, I am being witnessed back.

A primary motivation for this project was personal. I had come to accept that 
the pace I had been living my life was becoming increasingly detrimental to my 
health. I asked myself: how would I like to live? What would feel right in my 
body and give me ease, in contrast to the stress and sickness that I was then 
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experiencing? In our culture, it is often assumed that humans are the most 
intelligent species, but when I observe plants, mushrooms and other creatures, I 
wonder if that is really the case. The nonhuman others who I have been 
attending to are not bound by human concepts of hyper-productivity or cultural 
expectations relating to career or financial success. To learn another way, this
is therefore where I had to begin: turning attention outward, noticing my 
surroundings, and taking the focus o4 the human as the centre of my world.

While the project was personal, there is also a more general political and 
collective focus at its heart. Any individual attempt to decentre the human 
involves a broader statement about what and who has importance and value. As 
Robin Wall Kimmerer states, “paying attention acknowledges that we have 
something to learn from intelligences other than our own” (2013: 300). 
Attending closely to other beings can reveal the limitations of a homogeneous 
and narrowly anthropocentric perspective by revealing the fullness and 
independence of other lives. This can not only present models and alternatives 
to dominant human experiences, but also, and most notably, provide 
opportunities for expressions of mutual ecological flourishing and care in 
which a diverse range of parties are acknowledged and witnessed.

Concluding remarks
Conceptualizing the ecological calendar project along these lines conjures the 
concept of ‘mixed communities’ that appears in the work of philosophers such 
as Mary Midgley (1983) and Arne Naess (1979), albeit in di4erent ways. In a 
mixed community, the aim is not to collapse di4erences, but instead to 
generate shared realities in which interrelation, continuity and discontinuity 
are recognized, and in which members, human and nonhuman, co-participate. 
This philosophical framing connects to sound ecologist Bernie Krause’s 
findings (2012) that the vocal co-inhabitants of an ecosystem do not sing on 
top of each other, but instead occupy their own sound niche. In each case, there 
is a constructive place for di4erence as the source of harmony, and an 
understanding that each distinct voice has a value in its own right.

The focus on temporality, which has been the central interest both in this 
essay and calendar project, may be especially fruitful in further rethinking 
imaginaries around this idea. Intentionally witnessing other rhythms can not 
only aid in recognizing the richness of other lives, but also enable and motivate 
responsive change. As Cosmo Sheldrake writes in a recent project which 
involved co-produced music with humans and an Ecuadorian cloud forest,
a healthy soundscape community is one in which every participant can 
“communicate and vocalise without drowning each other out, leaving space for 
each other both in time and frequency?” (Sheldrake, 2024). To carry along this 
spirit, we therefore ask in conclusion: how can we keep open the possibilities of 
making good time with other beings?
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