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This paper discusses the mindset shift that the genre of solarpunk embraces:
that nature is talking and, if we want to live sustainably on the planet, we need
to learn to listen. Solarpunk stories help us see our relation to nature
differently — as porous beings, hosts and beneficiaries of entire microscopic
communities, intimately intertwined with our environment. Solarpunk
stories can help us to decentre ourselves, shift our perspectives and re-
imagine what it means to relinquish control and reconnect with nature.
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tories are how we interrogate what it means to be human: every narrative

form, both realistic and fantastical, reflects and shapes human culture. But
embedded in those stories are ideas, many of which are destructive, about
our relationship with nature. The climate emergency and the overlapping
ecological crises we face have forced us to reckon with a new reality: that
relationship is fundamentally broken. Solarpunk, a relatively new genre that
envisions sustainable futures (Sun, 2022), offers an opportunity to reimagine
that relationship. While the term solar is used to stand in for ecological
sustainability and appropriate technology more broadly, and punk because it
rejects our ecologically destructive status quo, the literature and the movement
are being co-created by all who engage with it (Quinn, 2023).

Our status quo stories have a long history of claiming we have a right to lord
over nature — to tame and claim it. Our history is also deeply entwined with
growing plants in a human-controlled environment. From the beginning of
settled agriculture, we cultivated plants for food, medicine, science and
education, while elites displayed their wealth with ornamental gardens. In
tandem, our stories, philosophies and religions reinforced the idea that nature
existed for human benefit and exploitation. This is in stark contrast to some
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Indigenous cultures — though not all (Rapp, 2024) — for whom the natural
world is considered sacred, to be revered.

As science has advanced, it has become apparent how our view of our place in
nature has been skewed by these stories of domination. Science is only now
beginning to pose questions that interrogate how wrong we might have been
about the fundamentals. For example, in the opening chapters of The
Omnivore’s Dilemma, Michael Pollan writes that:

Corn is the hero of its own story, and though we humans played a crucial
supporting role in its rise to world domination, it would be wrong to suggest we
have been calling the shots, or acting always in our own best interests. Indeed,
there is every reason to believe that corn has succeeded in domesticating us.
(Pollan, 2007)

Pollan goes on to say that this notion could potentially be applied to all
agriculture — that perhaps the agents in this historical process were the
animals and plants which evolved traits we desired, so that we helped to ensure
their survival and dominance amongst other species in the wild.

This shift in mindset is not an easy one to make; it can be difficult and
challenging to our self-conception to grapple with the idea that we humans are
not as in control as we thought.

We are porous colonies of beings

Science increasingly shows we are not as separate from the rest of the
biosphere as we might believe. ‘You are what you eat’ takes on new meaning in
studies showing that the food we consume feeds (or inhibits) the complex
colonies of microorganisms in our gut biome; the gut—brain connection to this
colony-of-the-smalls affects everything from our mood, to our immune and
autonomic systems (Gwak and Chang, 2021). At every level, from cellular to
systemic, our bodies are a co-evolved collection of captured microbes in
conversation with the larger world around us.

And we aren’t the only ones. For example, in The Light Eaters (Schlanger,
2024) — a fascinating front-line report from a strident new war among
botanists about plant intelligence — Zoé Schlanger reveals to the plant-blind
public a world of drama. Scientists are investigating ways that plants can sense
light and sound, and adapt their behaviour to suit. Studies also show plants
possess the abilities to recognize kin and manufacture chemical weapons for
enemies, whether intruding pests or other plants competing for resources. And
works like Finding the Mother Tree (Simard, 2021) illuminate nearly invisible
mycelial networks that support virtually all life, grounding our intuited sense
of interconnectedness in scientific fact.

Nature is — like our gut biome, like a forest — a collection of beings, large and
small, in constant conversation with one another: sometimes attacking or
defending, sometimes in elaborate symbiosis, but always reacting and
responding, vibrantly alive in ways we humans routinely dismiss or ignore —
unless it serves or impedes us. Our every breath is dependent on this elaborate
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dance of life; the water that runs through our rivers also runs through our
veins. The appearance of separateness quickly dissolves upon close (or really
any) inspection. We must thus turn to new analogies and understandings to
expand the rhetorical repertoire of a better relationship with the natural world.

Our neoliberal, capitalist order dictates that the natural world is ours to
conquer and exploit. The reality we live in is much more entangled and
inseparable. Building a sustainable world will rely on understanding this deeper
reality and renegotiating our relationship with nature. Plant enthusiasts like
Schlanger and scientists like Simard already understand this. But how do we
make that mindset shift for ourselves? What does a new way of seeing nature
look like?

This is where solarpunk stories offer a whole constellation of blueprints.

Solarpunk sees nature differently

Solarpunk is not unique in championing sustainability, but as a literary,
artistic and philosophical movement, it has come to oppose late-stage
capitalism and unregulated economic growth, and embrace a range of ideas
including shared commons, social justice movements, renewable energy
sources and Indigenous wisdom. Its strength lies within its steadfastness in
crafting positive narratives; within its courage to think and imagine beyond
grief, despair and fear.

Capitalism is increasingly buckling under the weight of abusive technologies
and widening wealth inequality. Every year, the climate crisis deals more body
blows via billion-dollar disasters, and the models we have for everything from
weather patterns to supply chains to insurance markets are showing cracks.
Risks from climate change have not been priced in, revealing the fragility of
economies built on ‘moving fast and breaking things’. Optimistic promises of
technology liberating us all — with robots, blockchains and AI delivering a fully
automated tech-saturated utopia — have darkened into a reality of AI being
responsible for decisions that endanger real lives while contaminating the
infosphere, as well as the biosphere.

Solarpunk adopts an alternative: move purposefully and fix things. This
manifests in re-use culture (thrifting, Buy Nothing groups, Repair Cafés),
reducing consumption, Right to Repair and a rejection of the fossil fuel
industry’s lies about recycling. This DIY and Fix-It culture extends to rewilding
backyard habitats, supporting pollinators and bird migration, and rectifying
the prevalence of invasive species that we have spread across the world as a
result of colonization and globalization. In looking to Indigenous cultures,
solarpunk recognizes that humans have always been gardeners. Even the
Amazonian rainforest, which in popular culture (and reality) represents nature
at its most wildly diverse, has actually been human-influenced (Crooks, 2021).
In Australia, the Aboriginal practice of cool burning is a way to reduce risks of
hot fires, but also to alter biodiversity. But these human influences are based
upon regenerating our environment, rather than exploiting and extracting
from it — ideas that are deeply embedded in the mythos of empire-building and
colonization (Wagner, 2024).
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A solarpunk approach reaches for ideas that embrace a symbiosis with nature
that includes everything from rewilding the lawn to protecting old-growth
forests. Some Indigenous cultures have long offered an alternative viewpoint
that considers humans as nature’s ‘younger sibling’, newly arrived. Wildly
popular works like Braiding Sweetgrass (Kimmerer, 2015) embrace the
perspective that plants and animals are our oldest teachers. Some modern
pagan and witchcraft traditions offer a different yet still spirituality-based
relationship with the earth, one where all beings — and the climate crisis itself
— exist both in the mundane world and on a spiritual level with the two
intimately connected, providing a lens for seeing how we are not separate from
nature but part of it.

But as hope-affirming as real-life solarpunk experiences can be, they are
limited to what we can do right now; solarpunk stories help us to map and
interrogate aspirational blueprints for tomorrow. Some darker solarpunk (or
perhaps eco-punk) stories show a green apocalypse, where human society has
collapsed and nature has reclaimed the towers of cities, rewilded the farms and
taken over where humanity has retreated. The pandemic famously (if perhaps
apocryphally) gave us a glimpse of nature moving into human spaces for the brief
moment we had retreated to our built environments (Ishak, 2020). Even more
dramatically, thirty years after humanity abandoned the Chernobyl Exclusion
Zone, animal populations from beavers to wolves are thriving (Wendle, 2016). But
retreat is not a viable solution any more than tech-optimist utopias purport to be.

There are a number of ways solarpunk stories help us see nature differently.
Solarpunk generally eschews tech solutions or apocalyptic ones: it chooses an
appropriate technology that is based on sustainability. It looks to nature for
models to mimic, borrowing from millions of years of ecosystem co-evolution
for ideas about how to live in harmony with each other and the biosphere.
Stories may tap into real-life eco-witchcraft and extend it into fantasy, or they
might imagine new creatures and ways of communicating with the non-
human. Solarpunk stories borrow from nature, personify nature, sometimes
integrate nature into our buildings, our inventions, and even our bodies. They
propose new social and economic models, new ways of living in community or
constructing family. They trial-run policies and technologies that haven’t been
invented yet, flushing out problems and conflicts, and constructing pathways
to sustainable futures that can seem impossibly far away. Sometimes the
narrative devices are fanciful rather than hard science, but like any mythos,
their job is not to actually invent a fusion reactor but to set our imaginations on
fire, shifting mindsets and unlocking possibilities.

Stories help do the imaginative work that has to precede inventions and
revolutions. Both stories and real-life solarpunk culture harness human
capacities to imagine and then build — or grow. The interplay between
solarpunk fiction and reality, between philosophies and practical applications,
between science and art, can only broaden our hearts and minds; all are
necessary. In pushing our imaginative boundaries, solarpunk stories can help
us decentre ourselves, shift our perspectives, and re-imagine what it means to
relinquish control and reconnect with nature.
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Learning to listen to nature again

Stories can prepare us to shift toward a sustainable world, but to truly listen to
nature, it can help to find techniques that open up our perspective. These
techniques can be rooted in a narrative or belief system that conceptualizes
nature’s personhood, or simply be practices that ground us and connect us to
nature.

In Indigenous cultures that foster a respectful relationship with nature, their
cultural practices of engaging with the environment reflect, build and sustain
that belief system. As a participant in a recent study on sharing Indigenous
values and practices remarks:

The best way to explain this is [...] the environment actually teaches us what
we're supposed to do to keep it intact. The animals teach us how to interact with
them, to keep them intact, and us intact. The environment tells us these things,
and we develop our language around that. (In Menzies et al., 2024)

The study of these kinds of Indigenous values can shift perspectives and give
insights on how to apply these values more widely for more sustainable living.

Within some modern animist and pagan belief systems, and some earth-
based witchcraft traditions, there are distinct practices to connect with nature.
‘Green witchcraft’ is a new name for an old practice that incorporates
herbology, natural remedies and earthly energies, and has its roots in animist
practices, often with principles of reciprocity. For example, if you use a part of
a tree, you would also give the tree an offering in return, because the tree is or
has a spirit. These belief systems provide both a mental framework and an
embodied practice of connection for their practitioners.

Science gives us another access point to shift our understanding of our
relationship with nature — one which doesn’t require a spiritual connection or
belief system. Emerging evidence shows non-human beings, including plants,
to be more conscious, animated and purposeful than is commonly understood.
Mindfulness, gardening and immersion in green spaces are embodied practices
that — with increasing scientific validation — not only reconnect us to nature
but have known health benefits. Nearly anyone who walks into a forest can
viscerally feel the impact when immersed in the natural world, a human
response that is also measurable by science.

Whichever way we choose to open our minds so we can perceive ourselves as
part of nature rather than in opposition to it, rituals and practices exist to
facilitate this — actions that re-establish a connection between us and the
natural world. These techniques not only add to our knowledge of the
biosphere, but simultaneously transform our stories about ourselves.

One such technique is to break the spell of plant blindness; to depart from
seeing nature as an anonymous sea of green and to distinguish individual
plants in all their context. From an Indigenous perspective, this might mean
connecting with Elders to access knowledge about that plant’s lore or use as
medicine or place in the natural world. For pagans or earth-based witchcraft
practitioners, this could mean learning the spiritual or medicinal properties of
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a plant, foraging for it, using it in rituals or simply observing its changes
through the solstice cycles. From the standpoint of scientific observation, it
could be learning to recognize every stage of a plant’s growth, including where
and how it prefers to grow. An expert forager familiar with the Sussex
woodland might tell you that this technique would enable you to distinguish
between wild carrot, celery and hemlock. These look almost the same, but one
can kill you.

Once you learn what a yarrow plant looks like as a seed, as a plant shoot and
in its mature flowering form, you will always be able to recognize this plant
with fern-like leaves and distinctive scent, whether it nestles in a field of clover
and daisies, or stands at full-height among a cluster of wildflowers. You might
remember its medicinal or magical properties, how it is reliant on the
pollinators who fertilize it, or how it provides for the starlings who line their
nest with it to keep parasites at bay, and the many moth species who rely on it
to feed their larvae. Yarrow would cease to be invisible, whether in a forest or
tucked in the grassy strip by a roadside; it would become an individual that has
its own lifecycle, its own preferences, taking its own place in the ecosystem. It
is now an essential link, both individual and connected.

By whichever technique we choose to employ, losing our human-centric
plant blindness will enable us to place ourselves inside of a larger, complex
system. Learning to listen to nature means understanding we are part of the
same story as the natural world around us — not separate from it.

Taking action as part of nature

The wild world is in constant communication with itself, through every sense:
sight, touch, sound, chemical and physical processes, consuming and being
consumed, reproducing, living and breathing. What would it look like for
humans to enter the conversation, rather than to dominate it or to shut it out?

For us as individuals, these connections can be made visible through
activities as simple as rewilding a section of your yard, joining a local farm
share to connect better to the source of your food, composting to understand
the cycle of organic material or simply spending time in nature. Hiking,
kayaking, tending a community garden or building your own — anything that
reconnects you with the land, water or air will illuminate how you are not
separate from the living world but part of it. Equipped with understanding that
we are part of nature — and feeling the embodied experience of that connection
— the next steps become obvious and important: protection, balance,
restoration and rewilding of the natural world.

We can also use the levers of capitalism. Activists are working to sway
insurance companies away from fossil fuel projects (Hughes, 2024), and an
increasing number of nations have begun to use legal instruments to legislate
rights to rivers, wetlands, forests and other ecologies (Challe, 2021). By
applying the concept and language of ‘human rights’ to our environment, we
have begun a systemic approach to decentring ourselves.

If we are nature and nature is us, it only makes sense to stop poisoning the
Earth with pollution, and to refrain from heating the planet through burning
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fossil fuels, biomass and trash for energy. In order to save ourselves, we have to
respect the biosphere we rely upon for life.

We, too, are individuals who each have our own life cycles, our own preferences,
our own place in the ecosystem, one inextricably linked to the microplastics in
our water, the plants and animals we grow for food, the toxic waste we create
for our inventions, the endless amount of energy we consume. No other species
is as invasive and destructive as humans have been.

But it does not have to be that way. As solarpunk shows us, the stories we tell
can point the way.

If we want to live sustainably on the earth, the first step is to realize there is
no alternative; this planet is our home, one that we share with countless other
species. The second is to listen to our elder siblings, the plants and creatures
who are already in constant conversation as they grow, thrive and survive.

Humanity needs to finally enter the chat.
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