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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION:
ECOPOIESIS IN A TIME OF CHALLENGES

We are proud to introduce a new issue of the ECOPOIESIS journal during this critical
period of human existence. As populations all over the world are threatened, we have to
ask ourselves: What is worth saving? What is worth our dedication? What can we embark
upon in this time of global challenges?
The coronavirus pandemic and its wide-ranging, worldwide social, psychological and
economic impact invite us to search for answers to these questions from an integrative
perspective, incorporating not only the biomedical sciences, but also ecology, the humanities, the arts and cultural knowledge. Global civilization appears to be very fragile in this
situation in which the virus has rapidly brought greater entropy to the world. Yet at the
same time, human beings are revealing their resilience, both in terms of the biomedical
and social measures taken in response to the virus, as well as people’s creative responses;
their ecopoietic, proactive stance in this time of pandemic.
Nature and culture work as autonomous but synergetic systems: both are parts of the
whole web of life on this planet. We could acknowledge, then, that the entropy brought
about by COVID-19 concurrently creates more freedom from the pre-existing order and
brings us to the realm of potentiality. Ecologist Andre Gorz believed that times of crisis
are also times of greatest freedom. When societies collapse, and our hopes and values also
collapse, the future ceases to be a continuation of past tendencies. It is in this situation that
we can and must improvise and creatively turn to the future, the domain of possibility.
According to Robert Ulanowicz, ecosystems can be considered healthy or unhealthy according to their ability to mutually augment the whole community and component communities at multiple levels, to facilitate their continued successful functioning, to be resilient in response to new situations and stress, and to change and develop in a continual
process which maximizes their developmental options. This is also true of the current
global situation.
We cannot ignore the great advances in biomedicine that have enabled humankind to defeat and control most infectious diseases, whose pandemic outbreaks have killed millions
of the world’s population in past centuries, such as cholera, bubonic plague, smallpox,
influenza, and more recently, HIV/AIDS. We often criticize the Cartesian tradition for
its positivistic/objectivistic worldview with its concomitant inability to see the subjective
qualities of the world around and the total interdependence of living systems. Yet this
worldview has helped us to identify infectious agents and develop a system of more or less
effective treatments and preventive measures. As we see, however, humankind remains
very vulnerable, and new outbreaks of infectious diseases continue to occur. Nonetheless,
this does not mean that we should totally deny the positivistic/objectivistic stance towards the world. Rather, we might search for more complex solutions to the issues arising
from human relations with the biosphere as well as with the social, economic and cultural
milieus.
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Positivistic/objectivistic science alone cannot help us reach and properly understand the
emotional and spiritual realms which are essential for human beings to live through crises. Both science and the arts need to be engaged in order to empower human beings to
cope emotionally and restore themselves in the wake of pandemics and other powerful
challenges that global civilization is now facing, as well as to build up effective connection
between humans and the more-than-human world.
We are referring here to resilience, a proactive attitude which enables us to recover, especially on the psychological and cultural levels, instead of being passively treated by medicine. A significant phenomenon we observe is the huge separation this pandemic has
created between countries and between human beings. It is not only the biological virus,
but also the emotional damage caused by that separation and the fear of others that is undermining our emotional health and well-being. And yet we see that people are longing
for connection. In this situation, the arts can express and hold human resilience and our
connectedness. In doing so, they support a proactive stance in the world that provides an
inner and outer ecology of well-being in the face of disasters.
The ECOPOIESIS journal itself arose out of this spirit, as the founders worked to bring
together the humanities and the ecological perspective into their original interconnection
on the basis of a renewed understanding of the role of the human sciences and the arts in
human existence. The word that seems to sum up this understanding is ecopoiesis, the
capacity of human beings to respond to difficulty and suffering and to transform them
through their creative and visionary ability to bring beauty into the world. In doing so, we
attune our vision and our actions to planetary life and the ecosphere. Once the idea for the
journal arose, it seemed only natural to use this word as our emblem.
The international events related to the implementation of “The Future We Want” (Resolution of the 2012 UN International Forum on Environment and Sustainable Development,
Rio de Janeiro, RIO +20) reflect mankind’s efforts to find complex solutions to complex
challenges. In 2020, the results of four important decades for promoting Sustainable Development Strategy were summarized. One of these International Decades is being actively implemented today: 2013–2022 — International Decade for the Rapprochement
of Cultures. Within the framework of this decade, the relevance of our journal is clearer,
aimed not only at bringing cultures closer together, but also at integrating different approaches to the problem of knowing ourselves, the world around us and nature, of which
humankind itself is an integral part.
This issue of ECOPOIESIS aims to bring together those who have dedicated themselves to
the spirit of eco-human potentiality, the spirit of ecopoiesis, in all the countries in which
they work. The scope of geographical and cultural environments and locations that the
contributors represent in this issue is remarkably wide and embraces Latin and North
America, Australia, Europe and Asia. There is no dogma that unites us, only the belief
that we are able to respond creatively and that our response can be synchronized with the
response of the more-than-human world.
By affirming ecopoiesis as a fundamental capacity of human existence, we build resilience
in the face of suffering. To make the world a better place, we must stop the destruction of
nature and, instead, relate to the natural world according to the principle of ecopoiesis:
acting so as not to impose a plan formulated from above but rather to respect what reveals
itself to us and to respond creatively to bring out the inherent potentialities of what is
arising in the present. We at the ECOPOIESIS journal pledge to work towards this goal.
Sergey Alexeyev
Alexander Kopytin
Stephen K. Levine
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In search of the eco‑human
paradigm: theory, methodology,
concepts

ARCHETYPAL PSYCHOLOGY IN THE CONTEXT OF THE
ECO-HUMAN APPROACH
Kopytin Alexander
Doctor of Medical Sciences, Professor, Department of Psychology, St.
Petersburg Academy of Postgraduate Pedagogical Education
(St. Petersburg, Russian Federation)

Abstract. This article examines the connection between the postulates and key theoretical positions of archetypal
psychology and the eco-human multidisciplinary approach. The eco-human approach outlines the poietic nature
of human beings, associated with their ability to shape the world in order to fulfill their needs and take care of
environmental well-being with an aim to beauty. In order to demonstrate the proximity of the theoretical positions and tasks of archetypal psychology to those of the eco-human approach, the author examines human relationships to the environment and the subjectivity of the natural world. Archetypal images are considered in their
relation to “archetypal natural environments” and their participation in the creative ecopoietic process.
Keywords: archetype, archetypal psychology, archetypal landscape, ecopoiesis, poiesis, psychoid, environment, ecohuman approach,

Introduction
Archetypal psychology [8, 9, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19,
20, 21], historically associated with post-Jungian
analytical psychology, can act as a support in the
process of the “ecologization” of the humanities.
In other words, it can aid the integration of ecology within the human sciences. It has the potential to bolster the process of establishing an ecohuman approach, the central problem of which,
as in all the humanities, is that of understanding
human beings as subjects, and of redefining our
subjectivity as embracing both us and our living
environments.
When considering the postulates and basic theoretical ideas of archetypal psychology, we will rely
on the eco-human multidisciplinary approach,
which is formed in a situation of growing environmental crisis and a crisis in the humanities.
As Arran Gare claims, the most promising avenue
for defending the humanities and their values is
“to claim intrinsic value for all life, not as a subjective preference but as objectively defensible.

6

The crisis in the humanities coming at a time of
accelerating ecological destruction threatening
not only most terrestrial species but the future of
humanity spurred the development of philosophical biology, antireductionist theoretical biology
and then biosemiotics, each supporting radical
ideas in ecology. These held out the last hope for
upholding the humanities and humanistic human
sciences, and avoiding the political consequences
of denying value to living beings except as instruments.” [23]
The eco-human approach aims to overcome the
environmental crisis and the crisis in the humanities by strengthening the links of the humanities
with environmental knowledge and ecology. This
implies the necessity of developing ecological
consciousness and sustainable lifestyles that are
lived by “environmental subjects,” individuals
with an “ecological identity” [26, 27].
The eco-human approach recognizes that the
key problem of the humanities — the problem of
understanding ourselves as “environmental subjects” — cannot be solved within the framework
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of Cartesian science that separates a person (the
subject) from the external world of objects. The
eco-human approach posits that the subject is
considered in relation to the living environment,
and seeks to reveal their subjectivity and to shape
the world in order to fulfill their needs and take
care of the well-being of the environment with an
aim to beauty. We can recognize that ecology in
the broad sense of the term, i.e. as a worldview,
needs a new conception of the human as much
as the modern humanities need ecology and the
environmental perspective.
The eco-human approach postulates the poietic (from the ancient Greek “ποιέω” — I create;
“ποίησις” — creativity) nature of human beings,
their ability to shape the world around themselves
with a view to beauty. It also suggests that humans
exist in the mode of possibility; “they can choose
to shape the world and themselves in a way that is
not yet actual but that is contained potentially in
what is already given.” [24]. Based on the idea of
the poietic nature of humans, the concept of ecopoiesis (from the Greek words “Οἶκος” — home,
housing, and ποίησι — creativity) is introduced
as an important part of the eco-human approach,
supporting the idea of humans as “environmental
subjects” [22]. This concept is designed to provide
the foundations necessary to consider human beings in their relations with the living environment
as willing and able to take care of their “earthly
home,” guided not only by their needs, but also by
the desire to maintain biodiversity and ecological
balance.
One of the prerequisites for the development of
the eco-human approach is “deep ecology” developed by Arne Næss [26, 27], through which
“important meta-ethical questions have been
raised and constructive discourses begun regarding concepts of the self, worldviews and the
relevance of various philosophical and religious
traditions to ecophilosophy. Beyond academic
philosophy, deep ecology has helped shape the
radical environmental movement, offered new
insights into the nature of the environmental
crisis and challenged dominant conceptions of
the human/nature relationship.” [12, P. 350]
For the eco-human approach, deep ecology is
valuable, since it formulated ideas about the ecological identity of the individual as a new, radical
basis for the environmental movement. According to Arne Næss, the main cause of the ecological crisis is the psychological organization of a
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

personality which was formed on the wave of
industrialization and scientism. Accordingly, in
order to overcome the environmental crisis, it is
necessary to form a different psychological organization of the personality, based on the concept
of environmental identity — eco-identity.
The concept of eco-identity was adopted by ecopsychologists (T. Roszak, R. Metzner and others),
especially those who adhere to the positions of
archetypal psychology, transpersonal and constructionist approaches to understanding the
personality, which allows Bragg [13] to recognize
that such theories (a) exemplify a more ecological, or systems, view of the person, (b) offer an
understanding of how an expanded self-concept
might affect the functioning of an individual and
his or her surrounding environment, and (c) suggest how self-constructs might be changed (pp.
98-102).
At the same time, deep ecology has repeatedly
become the object of criticism. Its critical assessment by ecopsychologists boils down to the fact
that the literature exploring in detail the psychological themes in deep ecology is fairly limited. In
part, this may be due to the variety of inconsistent
claims by writers on deep ecology regarding the
nature of the self, making any such studies rather
difficult. Both environmental psychologists and
supporters of the deep ecology movement aim to
encourage environmentally responsible attitudes
and behavior. However, “further collaborative
research would be of immense value in furthering this shared aim. In particular, constructionist
self-theory may help to bridge the gap between
deep ecology and the mainstream of environmental psychology.” [13, p. 105].
Our perception is that archetypal psychology has
significant and insufficiently realized potential for
developing the concept of an environmental subject; therefore its consideration in the context of
the eco-human approach is pertinent.

Preconditions of environmental
subjectivity in archetypal
psychology
The eco-human approach recognizes that the
key problem of the humanities — the problem of
understanding ourselves as “environmental subjects” — cannot be solved within the framework
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of Cartesian science that separates a person (the
subject) from the external world of objects. Trying to solve the problem of determining the relationship between human subjectivity and the
environment, the mental and the physical realms,
C.G. Jung introduced the concept of a “psychoid”
(or “psychoid factor”), realized through the archetypes of the collective unconscious. As Murray Stein explains, “psychoid” is a concept, “... referring to the boundaries of the psyche, one side
of which interacts with the body and the physical world, and the other with the kingdom of the
“spirit”” [28, P. 234]. Thus, in order to solve the
problem of determining the relationship between
the human subjectivity and the environment, the
“psychoid” foundation of mind as partly material,
partly psychic, a merging of psyche and matter is
proposed.
Thus, already in the mainstream of Jungian analysis, the prerequisites for solving the problem of
overcoming the separation of the subject and the
environment were identified. At the same time,
Jungian analysis was unable to realize this task.
Stephen Aizenshtad [11], seeking to carry Jungian theory to still greater depths beyond the realm
of human culture claims
“…that Jung, in other areas of his work, reached
outward toward the psyches of phenomena of
the world. He believed that the central archetype, “the self,” has a universal quality, imagined
as extending beyond the personal-particular.
Also, when discussing the psychological concept
of synchronicity (meaningful coincidences of
outer and inner events), and the idea of the psychoid phenomenon (the notion that at a certain
level the archetype exists in both psychic and
physical states), Jung referred to the relationship
between the inner human experience and the
phenomena in the world. Yet even though Jung
broadened his work toward this more inclusive
vision of psychological life, contemporary Jungian psychological practice continues to center
almost exclusively on the consideration of the
human psyche…” (p.95)
Based on some key Jungian ideas, archetypal
psychology appears to be more consistent in developing ideas about the relationship of the human psyche with the environment. It is far from
accidental that, in an effort to determine the essence and boundaries of the psychic, archetypal
psychology came close to the ideas of ecopsychology. It is significant that James Hillman’s

8

latest publications indicate an increasingly clear
connection of his thought to ecopsychology. In
the preface to the book “Ecopsychology” [20] he
writes:
“Psychology would track the fields of naturalists,
botanists, oceanographers, geologists, urbanists,
designers for the concealed intentions, the latent
subjectivity of regions the old paradigm considered only objective, beyond consciousness and
interiority… Psychology, so dedicated to awakening human consciousness, needs to wake itself up to one of the most ancient human truths:
we cannot be studied or cured apart from the
planet.” (Р. xxii).
In the same preface, Hillman raises questions
about the nature of human beings and human
subjectivity: what is the human self, where does
it begin and where does it end? Considering the
historical development of psychological concepts,
he demonstrates the transition that is taking place
in psychological science from the idea that the
psyche is a phenomenon associated exclusively with the human brain, to ideas that consider
mental activity as being carried out between individuals and their environments, including the
natural world.
“Since the discovery of the unconscious, every
sophisticated theory of personality has to admit
that whatever I claim to be «me» has at least
a portion of its roots beyond my agency and
my awareness. These unconscious roots may be
planted in territories far away from anything I
may call mine, belonging rather to what Jung
called the «psychoid» partly material, partly
psychic, a merging of psyche and matter… I’m
reviewing these well-known basics of psychological theory to show that the human subject has
all along been implicated in the wider world of
nature… The deepest self cannot be confined to
“in here” because we can’t be sure it is not also
or even entirely “out there”!” [20, P. xviii-xix]
This statement reflects the idea, fundamentally
important for ecopsychology and the eco-human
approach in general, that the “unconscious Self ”
and “the living environment” establish a union
and generate their subjectivity together. At the
same time, this idea admits the ambiguity of
our conceptions of the human being, which can
be determined by the complex nature of the human mind. While the unconscious roots of ourselves, our “ecological unconscious” (according to
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Theodore Roszak) may be planted in territories
far away from anything we call ours, our conscious mind allows us to determine our place in
relation to the living environment and the world
of nature in different ways. In relation to that, our
responses to the environment can be either lifeaffirming or destructive.

Creative/poietic nature of
humans in their relationship to
the environment
The Jungian notion of a psychoid factor and the
consideration of archetypes as the “organs” of the
unconscious psyche assumes particular heuristic
value for determining the subjectivity of humans
in their relationship to their environments. This
move away from objectivistic biochemical, sociohistorical, and neuropsychological foundations of
the human psyche towards an imaginative foundation linked to archetypes and embracing the
more than human realm has been articulated by
James Hillman as “the poetic basis of mind.”
Hillman first described the idea of “the poetic
basis of mind” in his 1972 Terry Lectures at
Yale University. In these lectures, he stated that
archetypal psychology “does not begin with the
physiology of the brain, the structure of the language, the organization of society or the analysis
of behavior, but with the processes of imagination.” According to Hillman [18], the source of
images — dream images, fantasy images, poetic
images — is the self-generative activity of the soul
itself. Axiomatically, in archetypal psychology,
the word “image” does not refer to an afterimage,
the result of sensations and perceptions. Neither
does “image” mean a mental construct that represents in symbolic form certain ideas and feelings.
The image has no referent beyond itself, neither
proprioceptive, external, nor semantic. Archetypal images comprise the “psychoid factor” of
the human mind and its functioning generative
“organs.”
This definition of the human mind, characteristic
of archetypal psychology, largely coincides with
the ideas of ecopsychology, particularly those of
Russian ecopsychologist Victor Panov [5] on the
generative nature of the psyche. According to him,
as far as the generative function of the psyche is
concerned, both humans and their environments
act as participants of the same creative process.
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

Considering the relationship between humans
and their environments in accordance with the
ontological perspective allows us to recognize nature as the common foundation of different forms
of life, including human beings.
At the same time, the human being is considered
to be a relatively autonomous, generative part
of nature that has the potential to embody universal principles that ensure the self-realization
of nature in its myriad manifestations. Humans
exist in the mode of possibility; they can choose
to shape the world and themselves in a way that
is not yet actual but that is contained potentially in what is already given [24]. Realizing their
creative/poietic ability in their interaction with
the environment and shaping the world around
them, humans can produce different phenomena
and “products,” which either support or destroy
the environment.
The environmental foundations of the human
psyche are implied in the writings of leading
theoreticians in archetypal psychology. Edward
Casey [14], turns in a number of his works to the
study of the philosophical, psychological and ethical foundations of human relationships with the
environment. He emphasizes the importance of
going beyond the confines of the individual mind
when considering the phenomenon of psyche,
suggesting that
“… the universality of an archetypal image
means also that the response to the image implies more than personal consequences, raising
the soul itself beyond the egocentric confines
(soul-making) and broadening the events of nature from discrete atomic particulars to aesthetic signatures bearing information for soul.” [14,
p.7]
Archetypes as universal congenital mental forces
that provide, organize and direct human mental and imaginative activity and manifest themselves in various cultural and natural phenomena
can also be considered as foundations for human subjectivity in its vital relationship to the
environment. Recognizing the need in psychology for a fundamental move towards an ecological understanding of the human being, Hillman
emphasizes:
“Today such ideas are blowing in from the
world, the ecological psyche, the soul of the
world by which the human soul is afflicted, to
which the human soul is commencing to turn
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with fresh interest, because in this world soul
the human soul has always had its home.” [20,
P. xxiii].
The environmental dimensions of archetypal psychology are significant in the context of sustainable development and the ecological movement.
This is due to the recognition that archetypes are
universal mechanisms by which the various needs
of humans as subjects and biological species are
coordinated with the needs of the environment.
Archetypal psychology axiomatically assumes archetypal forces as imagistic universals linked to
poietic characteristics of human thought, feeling,
and action, as well as providing physiognomic
intelligibility of the worlds of cultural and natural phenomena. By means of these archetypal
forces, natural and cultural phenomena present
themselves to us as subjects that appeal and speak
to the imagining soul rather than only concealing hidden probabilities and manifesting their
objectification.
Of special importance is the fact that the entire
procedure of archetypal psychology as a method
is imaginative and poietic in nature: its reasoning
is not logical and objectivistic, but rather a work
in service of the restoration of human beings to
their imaginal realities and a process of bringing
these realities to fruition. The aim of archetypal
psychology as a method of working with human
minds and culture is the development of a sense
of soul, the middle ground of psychic realities,
and the cultivation of environmental imagination
as a potent path to that middle ground.
Archetypal psychology sets as its main goal the
“creation of the soul.” This expression is borrowed
from the poets William Blake and John Keats. As
Keats puts it: “Call the world, if you please, ‘the
Vale of Soul Making.’ Then you will find out the
use of the world....” Keats also wrote that “there
may be intelligences or sparks of the divinity in
millions, but they are not souls till they acquire
identities, till each one is personally itself.”
By attaching particular importance to the individual psyche, or soul, archetypal psychology
places the soul and its creation directly in the
world. Thus, in its definition of the psyche as a
sphere of creative imagination, which takes place
in the interaction of individuals with their living
environments, archetypal psychology has an obvious ecopoietic appeal and is consistent with the
eco-human paradigm.

10

The connection between the deepest domain of
the psyche, where archetypes reside, and the environment is also emphasized by Henri Corbin [15].
The creative/poietic function of the psyche is revealed in his recognition of the awakened heart as
a locus of imagining, a locus made familiar in the
Western tradition by Michelangelo’s l’immagine
del cuore. The interdependence of heart and image formation intimately ties the very basis of
archetypal psychology with the phenomenon of
love (Eros). Corbin’s theory of creative imagination of the heart further implies that when psychology relates itself to the generative function
of creative imagination, it must at the same time
recognize the imagination as not merely a human
faculty but an activity of soul that embraces both
human and more-than-human reality to which
the human imagination bears witness. He postulates the existence of the mundus imaginalis,
which is a field of imaginary realities, and proposes an ontological method for determining the
location of archetypes in a wider environmental
context.

The living environment and its
subjective nature
Natural environments are closely related to the
generative processes of creative imagination. Archetypal imagery is inextricably linked to the process of entering real and visualized (in dreams,
fantasies, works of art) natural environments.
Thereby, a “soul creation” becomes an act of creating “environmental soul,” and moves an individual psyche from a more limited sense of oneself to
the wider Self, included in the living realms of the
cultural, natural, and cosmic environments.
Archetypal psychology, as ecopsychology, and
the eco-human approach in general, justifies the
specific subjective mode of perception of the surrounding world often defined in ecopsychology
as the “subjectification” of the environment and
natural objects (i.e. the perception of the environment and objects as having their own subjectivity), which in turn is based on the ecopoietic function of the soul. Edward Casey [14] distinguishes
three types of creative experience associated with
human interactions with the environment. Each
of the types is characterized by a different kind of
perception of the environment and requires a different mode of analysis. These types include (1)
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conscious, everyday imagining; (2) active imagination as described by Jung, and (3) what Casey
calls an archetypal or visionary imagination.
The corresponding modes of analysis are phenomenology, depth psychology, and archetypal
topography.
Each of these three types of creative interaction
with the environment involves a specific subjective and inter-subjective mode of perception of
natural environments and objects. This means
that environments and objects are perceived as
having certain properties of subjects (capable of
thinking, feeling, acting). However, they are significantly different with regard to the subjective
characteristics they reveal and their generative
effects. These three types of creative experience
linked to different types of human interaction
with the environment are analogous to the various types of subjectification of natural environments and objects according to Russian ecopsychology [1, 5, 10].
Subjectification plays a crucial role in the process of developing human relationships to natural
environments and objects, and enables an ethical perception of nature to be established. At the
same time, the endowment of natural objects with
subjectivity can be viewed from different perspectives. One of the positions, thoroughly described
and investigated by Sergey Deryabo [1], is associated with the recognition of natural objects as a
means of reflecting human subjectivity; the self of
the individual. “The basis of the subjectification
of natural objects is the human desire for ‘subjective expansion’ of one’s subjectivity onto other beings. It is the manifestation of a person’s profound
need to ‘appropriate the world.’” (p.4)
According to Deryabo, the process of human
subjectification of natural objects has the following basic functions: a) to provide people with an
experience of their own personal dynamics, b) to
act as an intermediary in a person’s relationship
with the world, and c) to act as a subject of joint
activity and communication [1].
Subjectifying natural objects allows people to experience their own personal dynamics because,
by establishing a certain similarity of one’s own
characteristics with the characteristics of a natural object, humans begin to compare themselves
to the object and, through this comparison, they
become aware of themselves. The ability of a natural object to mediate human relations with the
world is due to the fact that a natural object that
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

is endowed with reflected subjectivity can itself
act as a “reference point,” capable of influencing
the perception of other objects. The attribution
of subjectivity to a natural object occurs through
identification; by setting oneself in the place of
another. The ability of a natural object to act as
a subject of joint activity and communication, a
partner in interaction, is the third most important consequence of subjectification. This type of
subjectification described by Deryabo is based on
the human tendency to project one’s subjective
qualities onto external objects and thus, in this
case, it is nothing more than the reflected subjectivity of human beings [6].
This type of subjectification can be related to conscious, everyday imagining, according to Casey. It
is characterized by fantasies based on the objective
characteristics of the specific environment that is
being perceived. At the same time, this process of
creative imagination in connection to the natural
environment is regulated by consciousness, and
an individual remains within the habitual everyday perception of their self-experience.
Russian eco-psychology [5, p.13] describes a type
of interaction between humans and their environments that differs from Deryabo’s perspective
and is associated with the concept of subjectgenerating interaction. Subject-generating interaction is considered to be a process whereby the
psyche takes on actual existence, passing from
“being in possibility” to “being in reality” through
the human interaction with the environment. In
this case, the psyche embraces both human and
environmental parts in order to produce a new
aggregated quality:
“…the psyche appears as the emerging quality
(property) embracing the whole ‘human-environmental’ system, which (since it is systemic)
is not reduced to the actual properties of either
‘human’ or ‘environmental’ as components of
the specified system, but is determined by both
of them. This means that the formation of psychic reality as a quality of this specified system
occurs in the functional range, the limits of
which are set by the relevant properties of its
components, that is, an individual and the environment.” [5, p.14]
In consequence, this type of interaction between
humans and their environments establishes a
new subjectivity that is not reducible to the subjectivity of the individual and the qualities of the
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environment that were present before the start of
the process.
This understanding of the interactions between
humans and their environments as a subject-generating process corresponds to the two other types
of creative experience described by Casey, which
also differ from those outlined by Deryabo [1]:
active imagination as theorized by Jung, and what
Casey calls archetypal or visionary imagination.
According to Casey [14],
“… in active imagining we are no longer marginally engaged in an evanescing activity of
sheer ego-consciousness… but taken up in a
movement that is “dramatic” in the most pregnant sense of the term… we enter into the drama of the psyche itself by participating in what
is psychically real, in what is capable of changing us in some basic way.” (p.17).
Moving further in the process of creative interaction with the living environment, an individual enters the sphere of “archetypal, visionary
imagination:”
“… the place of…visions, the scene of which visionary events and symbolic histories appear in
their true reality… The visionary imagination
is potentially present at every level of human
experience. It can be found in the imaginative
transformation of even the most mundane object into a denizen of the mundus imaginalis,
as in Kathleen Raine’s description of the visionary transmutation of a simple vase of flowers
before which she was seated or in her accounts
of Blake’s visions (for which a prototype is ‘to see
a World in a Grain of Sand.’)” [14, p.18].

Archetypal natural
environments

Hillman [8] claims that archetypal figures are presented in relation to the environment as
“’…the formal intelligibility of the phenomenal
world,’ which allow us to determine the special
place of each thing in a particular cosmos (that
is, in an ordered model of the world). Archetypal figures as analogues of deities represent significant places, therefore myths describe places
for significant mental events.” (p.92)
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This means that in the process of active imagination and moving to the level of archetypal, visionary imagination, the subject begins to experience
the environment not only as consisting of objects
and living beings with their usual familiar meanings, but also as a place of presence and action of
certain archetypal figures.
The concept of “archetypal natural environment,”
along with the concept of “archetypal figure,” has
been used in our eco-psychology studies [3, 4],
and also by some Russian art historians [2, 7] to
describe idiosyncratic natural landscapes represented in world art culture that reveal archetypal
themes.
Some art studies analyze the works of the landscape genre from the perspective of Jung’s analytical psychology and archetypal psychology [2,
7]. Serikova [7] notes that “landscape art contains extraordinary poetic and lyrical possibilities. Through the image of nature, its states and
moods, the artist can conduct a confidential conversation with the viewer, and refer directly to the
most secret, hidden corners of the soul.” (p.12)
Recognizing that archetypal images establish the
artistic foundation of the artwork, she believes
that landscape painters in their best creations imbue visions of nature with archetypal themes.
Presented in the works of landscape painters, the
life of nature and the changing of the seasons often act as allegories of human life and reveal archetypal themes in the work. Artists tend to show
the depth of human experience as an integral element of their representations of nature. Serikova
[7] also believes that “the archetype is the initial
element from which the images of art are formed,
and at the same time, it carries the constructive
principles of organizing the visual space of the
artwork.” (p.18)
When creating their works, landscape painters
“retrieve, according to their mentality, prototypes, and then, based on the found archetype,
transform their scheme into a visual image.” [7,
p.18] As one of the archetypes manifested in the
works of the landscape genre, she singles out the
theme of the “life cycle” of both nature and the
human being, with characteristic stages of nucleation, development, flowering and withering.
Archetypal themes in depictions of nature are
used, in her opinion, to fill simple landscape motifs with deep meaning, giving food for thought
and generalizing the impressions received from
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contemplating the world around us. The presence
in the picture, in particular in the landscape, of
an archetypal foundation makes the work understandable and accessible to people of different
ages, cultures, and social status.
The concept of an “archetypal natural environment” is also used to describe the subjectified
archetypal environment [4], which reveals itself
at certain points to the viewer as an archetypal
figure and has its own subjectivity (like the genius
loci).
The symbolic interpretation of iconographic
landscape images in archetypal psychology depends upon the presence of a particular archetypal entity or event. Interpretation of the landscape
takes place according to its spatial system, its coloristic dominance, iconic elements, composition

and color solutions, specific natural energies, objects and processes, particularly those to do with
the time of year and day, among other natural
phenomena.
The “archetypal” quality of the environment in
an artwork is experienced in close connection
with the feeling of the work’s intentional appeal
and inherent tendency to mythically personify.
This feeling of intentional appeal implied in the
archetypal environment turns the landscape into
a statement, a challenge — moral, aesthetic, intellectual, erotic — requiring a response: the establishment of an affective relationship with it [8].
The archetypal nature of the environment can also
be revealed in its dramatic expression and connection to the plot of myth, which is often present
in the process of active imagination. At the same

Figure 1. A fresco on the wall of one of the houses in Pompeii with the image of Agathodemon,
a deity of fields and vineyards, and the spirit of Vesuvius in the form of a snake as an example of the archetypal
subjectification of a landscape
© Ecopoiesis, 2020
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Figure 2. “Gioconda” by Leonardo da Vinci as an example of the integration of the environmental and personified
human expression of an archetype

time, the archetypal environment can serve as an
important factor for evoking typical situations,
which are characterized by certain relationships
of characters in the narrative system when they
become involved in archetypal relationships and
behaviors.
In this sense, the archetypal environment can be
seen as a “stage” for a drama of a certain thematic
content. For example, it can be a “place of wisdom” (the environment of the archetypal figure of
a sage / wise woman), “a place of animal power”
(an environment of the archetypal figures of a
wild woman / wild man), “a place of purity and
vitality” (the environment of the archetypal figure
of the divine child). Thus, the archetypal figure
turns out to be inseparable from the environment
as a carrier and exponent of the same qualities.
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The archetypal environment can, therefore, be
perceived not only as a physical space, but as a
living environment that reveals its idiosyncratic
archetypal energy together with the archetypal
figure. However, this energy and the archetypal
figures do not exist independently of the environment and the reader. They reveal themselves as
part of the individual’s process of creative imagination, arising from their physical, emotional,
aesthetic, ethical or erotic response. To come alive,
the archetypal figures require inter-subjective interaction. Thus, the individual and the natural
environment act as participants in the archetypal
process in which they are all equally significant
and generate psychic phenomena together.
The practice of archetypal psychology attaches
great importance to non-analytical methods
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based on the creative activity of an individual,
supporting their response to emerging archetypal
contents and their relation to the environment.
At the same time, working with images requires
the individual to establish a subjective perspective on the archetypal images. In the process of
their poietic exploration, the erotic and aesthetic
aspects and profound meanings of the images are
revealed.
In accordance with the ideas of archetypal psychology, this exploration of an image in the process of the human creative/ecopoietic interaction
with the environment requires a certain response,
such as an expressive act, sharing the experience
with another individual, judgment, dialogue, visualization, and focus on bodily reactions. These
responses can be parts of the creative process, using as their modes of expression the visual arts,
poetry, narrative, dance-movement, drama, music, sound expression and ritual. Different types
of earth-based practice are possible, allowing
for different types of environmental interaction.
Thus, there are many opportunities for further
refinement of the image, for exploring how it is
experienced and for action arising from the subjective nature of the archetype.

Conclusion
The key theoretical assumptions of archetypal
psychology are consistent with the eco-human
approach. They can be considered as one facet in
the process of the “ecologization” of the humanities — in other words the alignment of ecology
to the human sciences. This article has aimed to
demonstrate the clear proximity of the fundamental theoretical positions and tasks of archetypal
psychology to the main ideas of the eco-human
approach and those branches of ecopsychology
that strive to find ways to develop ecological consciousness, or an “ecological identity.” Their proximity is seen as dependent on their mutual understanding of human subjectivity as being shaped
not only in the societal and cultural domains, but
also in a wider living environment, in the process
of the creative, subject-generative ecopoietic interaction between humans and the ecosphere.
The environmental, eco-human foundations
of archetypal psychology turn out to be of fundamental significance in the context of the

© Ecopoiesis, 2020

environmental movement and the need to transition to more sustainable eco-human relations.
The ecosphere, as a living environment, is waiting
for humans to meet it as a subject, or a community of subjects, in order to re-establish and recognize their connection with the “world psyche,”
and reveal the pulsating energy of archetypes behind the objectified layer of reality.
Archetypal psychology is based on the recognition that the main subject of psychology should
be the soul. From an etymological point of view,
the word “psychology” (logos of the psyche) has
the following meaning: reason, speech, or a clear
description of the soul. Thus, the task of archetypal psychology is to find a logos for the psyche,
to provide the soul with the opportunity to form
and describe itself in the world. According to archetypal psychology, the psyche as the world soul
(anima mundi) already exists as a universal poietic factor. Together with humans and their conscious choices and efforts it shapes the world and
ourselves in a way that is not yet actual but that
is contained potentially in what is already given
[24]. This transfers psychic phenomena from the
realm of possibility to the world of reality, but this
transition requires creative imagination and the
ecopoietic intention and activity of a person together with the living environment.
The task of both archetypal psychology and
the eco-human approach is to listen to how the
“world psyche” speaks through all the things of
the world and how it reveals itself as an “expressive and speaking being” (in the words of Michael
Bakhtin), consequently creating the world as a
place for the soul and, at the same time, a place
for the awakened heart [15]. This brings us close
to ecopoiesis, a key concept of the eco-human
approach, denoting a quality and mechanism of
the co-evolution of the human being and nature,
a conscious and responsible co-creation between
humans and their living environment, the ecosphere [22].
Using the basic vocabulary of archetypal psychology, we can recognize that ecopsychology (logos
of the Earth’s psyche) means: reason, speech or
intelligible description of the Earth’s soul. It is
the task of ecopsychology and the eco-human
approach in general to find logos for the Earth’s
soul, to provide it with an adequate understanding of itself and human beings.
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STICKIN’ IT TO THE LAMB: ECO-AESTHETICS, THE
MYTH OF THE PEACEABLE KINGDOM AND WHY THE
LAMB MUST DIE
* reprinted with permission from the journal POIESIS: A Journal of the
Arts and Communication, 2009, 11, 104–113

Wes Chester
PhD., MA, CAGS, Director, Expressive Arts Institute,
San Diego (CA, USA)

Abstract. The article discusses the pernicious idea about harmonious, idealized human relations with the natural world,
which contradicts the real practice of nature management and relations in the animal kingdom. The author calls for a
tendency characteristic of Western culture to perceive the natural world through the prism of its symbolic interpretation, as a projection of human reality. He emphasizes the need for a change in perception based on a sensual, physical
connection with the natural world and the development of aesthetic perception. This allows us to comprehend the
natural world in a specific environment as more complex, diverse, rich and beautiful.
Keywords: eco-aesthetics, aesthetic, ecopsychology, nature, phenomenological

I believe the common denominator of the
Universe is not harmony, but chaos, hostility
and murder.
Werner Herzog, Grizzly Man (2006)

Preamble
Stephen K. Levine has said that the environmental movement suffers from a lack of imagination,
suggesting our current vision of a benevolent Gaia
leads to a kind of poverty of imagination about
our relationship with nature. Certainly, the image of nature as a harmonious system of romanticized “primeval purity” exists in our mythology. It is woven through the lore and literature of
Western culture. In the introduction to Thoreau’s
1854 Walden Pond, the author retreats from the
society of man to the wilderness in order to avoid
the artificial labours of man and understand “the
essential facts of life” (returning to town only
from time to time so that his mother can do his
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laundry). In Emerson’s 1836 collection of essays
titled simply Nature, he writes of using nature to
transcend an American culture he found to be derivative, retrospective and isolated from the real:
“Embosomed for a season in nature, whose
floods of life stream around and through us, and
invite us by the powers they supply, to action
proportioned to nature, why should we grope
among the dry bones of the past, or put the living generation into masquerade out of its faded
wardrobe?” (1854, p.1)
The concept of nature as a retreat from the unnatural behavior required by society is an old one.
The model for this romantic image is presented in
whole cloth in Shakespeare’s As You Like It. Duke
Senior, in exile from the court, proclaims the forest of Arden preferable, saying:
Are not these woods
More free from peril than the envious court?
Here feel we but the penalty of Adam.
The seasons’ difference, as the icy fang,
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And churlish chiding of the winter’s wind,
Which, when it bites and blows upon my body,
Even till I shrink with cold, I smile and say
‘This is no flattery: these are counselors
That feelingly persuade me what I am.’
Sweet are the uses of adversity,
Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous,
Wears yet a precious jewel in his head;
And this our life exempt from public haunt
Finds tongues in trees,
		
books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones and good in everything.
(Act II, Scene I)

Obviously, Shakespeare was not a naturalist. Perhaps the most famous representation of the nineteenth century romantic view of nature is Edward
Hicks’ 1834 painting The Peaceable Kingdom
(Figure 1). Hicks was a naïve artist, and his oddly
skewed perspective makes the hodge-podge of
farm animals and large predators look as if they
were stuck on to the front surface of the canvas in
a flat pile. His tiger has the body of a horse, and
it is clear that he has never seen a lion. The painting has a near-medieval feel, with things in their
theological sizes. A cherubic child pats a leopard’s nose, and the lion sits amicably between an
ox and a lamb. All appear to occupy the Hudson
River Valley in early autumn foliage. As an image
it is charming, a sort of temperate Rousseau toned
down for the colder climes.

Figure 1. The Peaceable Kingdom, by Edward Hicks (1834)
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It takes only a moment’s study to understand
the difficulty with the image is not in execution,
but content. In a peaceable kingdom, everybody
starves: predators first, then with no natural controls on population, everyone else. The lamb must
be eaten. Environmentalists, I believe, know this
better than anyone. So, what would account for
the extraordinary lacuna that allows the human
animal to be treated as an outsider to the system,
an interloper or spoiler?
Perhaps it comes down to a particular kind of mythology that places human beings in the role of
Adam and Eve, having “dominion over the beasts
of the fields and the birds of the air.” But more
fundamental than the mythology of exceptionalism might be the fact of reflective consciousness: The fact that we are studying the animals,
and they are not studying us—or so we assume—
may explain who the “boss” is. Still, everything
we discover in biology, anthropology, sociology
and even cosmology seems to confirm our niche
within the animal kingdom, the ecology, the
planet, and the universe. Nature abhors a vacuum
so much that outside of magma chambers, there
is no lifeless place on, under or above earth. From
the bottom of the ocean to the peaks of the Andes, life is not the exception but the rule. From a
Darwinian perspective, if human beings did not
exist, or were to suddenly disappear, another climax predator, for that is what we are, would arise
to fill the niche. In any approach to understanding the aesthetic encounter with nature, we must
concede: it’s an inside job.
Stephen Levine suggests that revisiting the myth
of Gaia, Chronos, and beauty born of incest and
mutilation might be one way of broadening the
imagination by which we understand our experience of nature. From the perspective of an artist,
I can appreciate that a diversity of images provides a basis for a wider range of imaginative possibility. However, as a practicing expressive arts
therapist, I feel certain that a paucity of imagination about nature is not, in fact, the issue. There
is hardly a more imaginative or wildly unrealistic treatment of the experience of world than the
peaceable kingdom. Of course, working in a field
of images, we recognize the value of a strong metaphor. But replacing one mythological perspective with another, or considering them in tandem
does not address the core issue of working with
clients in nature. Adding a mythology feels to me
like changing lenses. What I would like to see my
clients do, so-to-speak, is put down the camera.
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

The necessity for aesthetic
encounter
The most engaging and (in my view) helpful thing
about the experience of world is that it is a sensual
encounter. With few exceptions, my fundamental
challenge begins with helping my client discover
or rediscover their aesthetic connection with nature through a lived, sensual experience.
Understanding how we can help others better attend the aesthetic encounter with world is the first
step in treating nature as more than a metaphoric
construct, or projection of the self. In a time when
the balance of the entire ecology literally hangs
upon the actions of our single species, it’s necessary to dispense with some old ideas.
We must lay aside the idea that we go into nature
or the wilderness with the intent of “finding ourselves.” This is one of the staples of ecopsychology literature. And it should be acknowledged
that there is value in this idea if our desire is to
cast nature as a kind of mirror for the psyche, a
metaphoric recapitulation of our internal experience. However, this leads to an imaginal encounter, rather than an aesthetic and sensory
one. Such encounters may be helpful, even healing, but they reveal more about our relationship
to our personal narrative than they do about
the natural world. In his writings on perception,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty reframes the encounter
with world as a synaesthetic, bidirectional communication. There is no objectivity in perception;
neither is the perceived world a projection or fantasy. In the view of Merleau-Ponty, we are in the
flesh of the world, and of it (1962), and therefore
cannot create meaning apart from it. Being in and
of the world means that there is a difference between a Pine Tree and a Larch, or a Crow and a
Raven whether we notice it or not. To the extent
that we deprive ourselves of the specificity of the
aesthetic encounter, we lessen our connection to,
understanding of and empathy toward theworld
around us.
If we are to have an authentic aesthetic connection to nature, we must stop treating nature as a
grab bag of metaphors. Life may be like a river,
but collectively rivers are as different as snowflakes. In the studio, there may be a tree of life or
family, and it need be no specific shape or color.
But in the outdoors, there is no such thing as a
generalized tree. Even within species, there is no
template. This one has a curved trunk, that one
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a split bark, another, a knot of roots at its base.
The hallmark of phenomenological observation
is specificity. We begin the aesthetic encounter
by knowing, and acknowledging, that it is impossible to see everything.

practice, we do not make a conscious decision to
acknowledge the cry of a child, or the buzz of a fly.
Things in our world make themselves known to
our senses, and through that connection, engage
our imagination.

The richness of the aesthetic encounter, where detail is limited only by time and the acuity of our
senses, exceeds any imaginal construct we might
formulate. Who would have imagined the diving bell spider, hunting her prey under water, a
tiny bubble of air protecting her? Who could have
conceived of an amethyst geode or a Venus Flytrap? The plein air visual studio is only the most
limited way to work in nature. When we lay aside
the materials of art and allow our surroundings to
become container, material, and oeuvre, the sensuous world reveals itself to us as a nearly unlimited resource for change.

However, we are not only perceiving what chooses us. A large portion of our focused attention is
directed by us. We choose, expressing our preference through attention. That choice is the key to
understanding the aesthetic encounter with the
experience of world. When we look, we are making. Although we do not invent our environment,
we do assemble much of it through ongoing selective aesthetic choice, just as when we engage in
the art-making process. And of course, as in the
artistic process, there are surprises. Our attention
is captured by an odd detail, or sudden change.
In partnership with our surroundings, the experience of world is emergent. To re-imagine our
aesthetic relationship to nature, we must understand the complexity of an immersive, life-long,
co-creative dialogue. We must acknowledge that
what we see depends not only on what is there,
but on what we choose, and what chooses us.

Seeing as making
We have an unavoidable aesthetic and imaginal
relationship with the experience of world. We
perceive things around us, and we do not do so
randomly, but with focused attention. The responsive part of that focus has to do with attractors: the way we become aware of the other half
of the dialogue with landscape when a particular
movement, sound, color or sensation catches our
attention. Human beings are notoriously “change
blind” when we look at still photos that have
slight but obvious differences. Yet the world is not
a photograph. Add motion, sound, scent, touch
and proprioception to the mix, and humans can
notice and respond to amazingly small changes in
the environment. Remembering Merleau-Ponty’s
writings, the dialogue with the world is not one in
which we always lead. We do not always choose,
but are also chosen.
There is a certain dissonant strangeness in the
idea that we are chosen by images and occurrences in our experience of world. This concept
seems strange because it is in conflict with a pervasive conceptual framework that assumes that
we are the authors of our own experience. This,
in turn, seems to be allied with the propensity
to make experiences meaningful. One artifact
of consciousness is a tendency to retrospectively
ascribe foresight to responsive action. In other
words: having done something, we can usually
find a ready explanation for why we did it. But in
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If we are constrained by a subjective viewpoint
on the world, does it devalue the phenomenological approach? I would argue that it does not.
In fact, the effects of subjectivity are broad, but
profoundly limited. When I look with a client at
a painting in the studio, and I point out the yellow streak in the red corner, she will see it, because it is an artifact of the physical world. When
we do a session in nature, she and I may vary in
our noticings about a boulder. Still, neither of us
will walk through the stone as if it doesn’t exist. I
would argue that a phenomenological approach
is of great value, so long as we don’t confound our
efforts towards phenomenology with a search for
facts or truth.

Now, be here
I grew through my late teens in Vancouver in the
late era of the VW Microbus, encountering the
admonition “Be Here Now” and the book of the
same name. The apparent cause of misery in human life was a failure to “remain in the now,” neither imagining the future nor remembering the
past. People applied themselves assiduously to the
task of nowness, conversing in the moment about
being in the moment. Forgetting the now, and
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remembering the then, it seems to me as if the
true difficulty was not the now-part, but the herepart. Because our narrative of self is in continual
attendance, seemingly independent of place,
there is a way of being in the now with a blindness
about where now is. This is particularly endemic
in the age of the ubiquitous cell phone, high speed
internet and a continual wave of technological
devices designed to allow us to approach omnipresence. And clients emerging from the midst of
this complex, placeless narrative are possessed of
a kind of world-hunger. This said, it is not always
easy to derail the narrative so that the aesthetic
encounter can begin in earnest. At such critical
moments, although it may first seem counter-intuitive, phenomenology is liminality.
Meeting the world phenomenologically requires
things of us. We must slow down. Our senses are
most acute when we come to stillness and silence.
Then our relative motion does not disturb the visual field. Our ears are free from our own chatter, the rustlings of our clothing, and the sound
of our footsteps. In stillness, our acuity rises. The
feedback signals to our ears “turn up the volume,”
making a wider range of the ambient sound audible. Our vision, freed from the need to compensate for the motion of our head, becomes more
acute, and our grasp of detail finer. And our ability to notice change around us is heightened. But
we need not remain motionless. Walking slowly
and quietly offers us the information of our kinesthetic and proprioceptive body, as it unfolds
the landscape. I often open client sessions with
such a walk, punctuated by moments of stillness,
in response to attractors in the world around us.
This kind of attending in stillness and slow progression might easily be mistaken for a retreat to
interiority, but it is quite the opposite. The full
extension of the senses spreads us more broadly
into the fabric of the world.
This is neither a metaphoric nor a metaphysical
claim. It is a simple, mechanical detail of the experience of world. We are embodied, central nervous system beings—the brain does not end at
the basal ganglia. Information from the network
of neurons travels at the speed of light from every
area of the body, providing a kind of simultaneity
of experience that allows the brain to experience
a tickle on the foot, and take evasive action in a
fraction of a second. But our senses are not limited to our neural network. The mechanics of sight
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ties our light-speed nerve impulses into the brain
with an imperceptible delay over the entire range
of our vision, from an inch to ten miles. Our olfactory senses notify us of a fire miles away, or
days ago. Our hearing captures things both near
and distant. Stillness makes the neural network
bigger.
As for the reason to undertake this way of relating
to the experience of world, suffice it to say these
things: What we do not fully see cannot serve
as a resource for change. What we do not notice
cannot inspire. What lies outside of our experience, we cannot hope to protect. This is the core
concept of eco-aesthetics, the idea that our primary relationship to world occurs through our
aesthetic sensibilities. When we are able to see
the world more as it exists, we can then begin to
understand that environmental protection is really about saving us. I have spent a decade of my
life in the quest of breaking the habits of my culture, with our many myths about the meaning of
the natural experience. I have struggled with the
tyranny of premature explanation, and preemptive meaning-making, both in the art studio and
in nature. I have gained uncertainty and curiosity,
and a genuine reverence for the real. And above
all, I have gained the certainty that I have a place,
both unearned, and undeniable, a birthright of
being human, in the real and fragile ecology of
the world. Knowing that what the world offers
is infinitely more complex than any story I can
tell about it keeps me returning to what is, while
the fragile threads of experience slowly weave me
more and more securely into the rich tapestry of
the real.
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Note:
This article was originally published in 2009 in
Poiesis: A Journal of the Arts and Communication, Volume 11. It was written in a response to a
call for papers by Stephen K. Levine, positing the
idea that the relationship with nature was suffering from a lack of a viable metaphor. At the time I
could not have disagreed more. I still do in many
ways. Many people find it quite difficult to come
into phenomenological relationship with the process we call world, and the past decade has provided ample proof of the danger of this disconnect. Since 2009, environmental policy has largely
continued to take a back seat to the economic
pressures of fully unrestrained and politically empowered capitalism. Pro-industry legislation and
environmental deregulation have continued twocenturies of sustained industrialization, predicated upon continual growth, rampant consumerism and unlimited profits for an increasingly
small elite. The acquisition of personal wealth
and its attendant power are placed above care for
the environment and public goods such as open
space, contiguous wild habitat, clean air and water. Resource-based development and demand,
along with the worldwide marginalization of
subsistence cultures, has placed global environmental systems under unparalleled stress. Rapid
global warming continues to transform weather
patterns on an unprecedented scale. Pollution is
on the rise in the vast majority of countries both

developed and developing. Impoverished humans
and stressed wild animals are forced into contact
through socioeconomic pressures.
Considered in context, the emergence of a new
and virulent zoonotic (species crossing) illness
in the form of COVID-19 in December is more
than an unfortunate coincidence. It is, rather,
a predictable and oft predicted consequence of
policies that continually ignore the needs of the
plants, the animals and the land. The fact that so
many regimes around the world find this predictable consequence shocking and surreal proves the
point that there is a failure of imagination when
it comes to predicting the consequences of longterm environmental degradation. And there is
also a persistent failure of observation about the
nature of nature. The first lesson 2020 should
teach us is that we must “naturalize” our relationship with nature, and stop being surprised when it
evolves as it must in novel and deadly ways, in response to the pressures of human environmental
impact. Consider the consequence of COVID-19
for the global environment. It has improved the
survivability of every ecosystem on earth for every type of plant and animal life existing, with the
exception of humans. Can we allow ourselves to
see human privilege as it is, malevolent by nature,
even if not by intent? Can we see our impact in
time to preserve our place in this world?
Wes Chester
5/18/2020
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THE WOODS AT NIGHT.
RE-IMAGINING THE FEAR OF NATURE
Thomas Trenchard
Ph.D., Professor of Communications at Landmark College in Putney,
(Vermont, USA)

Abstract. The author reflects on the significance of fear of nature, resulting from the inability to establish complete control over it, or manage it. In the process of knowing nature, a person nevertheless gains a certain degree of control over
it at the cost of losing fear, which, he believes, is one of the prerequisites for creative imagination. The author reveals
the contradictory nature of human relationship with nature on the example of his experience in communicating with
the forest at different periods of his life.
Keywords: fear, forest, imagination, nature, the Woods

To go in the dark with a light
			
is to know the light.
To know the dark, go dark. Go without sight,
And find that the dark, too, blooms and sings,
And is traveled by dark feet and dark wings
Wendel Berry, “To Know the Dark” [1]
Small fear is fever and worry;
Great fear is vast and calm
Chuang Tze
Let us therefore fear what we may not fear
St. Augustine

As humans, we are in the business of trying to
control, or manage, nature. We do this in the
name of conservation, progress, resource management, or recreation. When we succeed in preserving a region of wilderness, we believe we have
brought this land sufficiently under our control
(and out of the control of others). We attempt to
control nature so that others are unable to control
it in ways we see as unfit.
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

No matter if we romanticize, neglect, abuse, or
protect nature, we are trying to control it. Even
the pursuit to understand, appreciate, or save
nature is an attempt to control and comprehend
(grasp). The key word here is pursuit, and its connotation is never far from control or conquest. In
pursuing, we seek to overcome whatever obstacles
might stand in our way. We speak, for instance,
of conquering our fears, assuming (in the case of
our relationship with nature) that we will have
achieved a desirable state, one in which we feel
on top of nature. But we seldom stop to consider
the costs of these achievements — one of the key
costs being the loss of fear, a crucial component of
our imaginative connection to nature.
Nature, of course, continually reminds us that it
is not under us at all, but is indeed everywhere.
In its everywhereness, it is always beyond us, and
more-than-us. This everywhereness and beyondness of nature speaks of a power that frightens us
and reminds us of our finitude. We are aware that
it can kill us. No matter how much we seek out its
wildness, it is only a relatively tame nature that
we find palatable. Even as we pursue the riches
of nature, we continually retreat from the truly
wild. This makes for an uneasy relationship with
nature, one in which we both pursue and retreat:
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in fact, in each pursuit there is also a retreat. This
is the way of all relationships: we advance on one
plane only to retreat on another. Though we associate fear with retreat, fear is inherent in both
pursuit and retreat. Behind every pursuit is the
fear of what we are trying to leave. Behind every
retreat is a fear that pursues.
Fear is integral to imagination, for out of fear, we
imagine what might be. This imagining propels
us both forward, in pursuit of what we would
rather find, and also backward, in retreat from
that which we cannot face. Fear maintains our relationship with nature by instigating the imagination within a dialectic that keeps the relationship
alive, dynamic, and sustaining. Our relationship
with nature is personal to each of us. My own
views grew out of my early experiences in the
natural landscape of my boyhood home in New
Jersey.

The Woods at Night
I grew up in a suburb of New Jersey, between city
and country. Across the street were the Suburbs.
Behind the house were the Woods. The Woods
were 2,300 acres of watershed used by a neighbouring city for its water supply. The Woods
were posted with No Trespassing signs. It was a
place not open to the public, a forbidden place.
I always considered myself exempt from the No
Trespassing rule. After all, the Woods were right
there where my backyard gave way to brush and
trees.
So these Woods were a place where I did not belong, but entered nonetheless. They called me,
always deeper into their interior, into their unknown places. And I followed, though the unknown places always retreated beyond my reach.
No matter how familiar the Woods became, their
mysteries were always preserved.
Although I became very familiar with these
Woods, they maintained the power to evoke fear
and mystery. Here was the place that kindled the
imagination. Magic lived here, and alongside
mystery and darkness and awe. It was a place
where you were not supposed to be, much less
stay. You were always to return home.
The Woods were a place that both beckoned and
haunted, coaxed and shunned. I was lured into
their mysteries, but there were places I did not
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go, and I always retreated before nightfall. At
night, something always seemed to be lurking
in the shadows. The mysterious sounds could be
anyone or anything. Even though I knew I was
imagining, I was still frightened, and ran from
the darkness held by the Woods. Rationally,
I knew there was nothing to be afraid of, but
the irrational mind created all manner of danger, and I would turn and run toward the warm
lights of the house. As I ran, the darkness always
seemed to chase me from behind — indeed,
this feeling of being chased was inherent in the
Woods themselves. This was evident in certain
recurring dreams.
The dreams were always the same:
I am in the Woods, and it is dark. Something
(a Monster of some sort) is chasing me and
I am running out of the Woods toward the
house. I am running across the yard, trying to
reach the back door. Something is behind me.
My legs become heavy and I move slowly, with
increasing terror. It seems impossible to get to
the back door. My body is sluggish and I cannot move fast enough to avoid being caught by
this Something. As if by design, I wake up before
I can safely get into the house and before the
Something can reach me. I wake relieved, but
mystified.
In those dreams, I was always in that purgatory
between beast and home.
As I grew older, I feared the Woods less. I knew
them well and wandered them freely. Though I
no longer associated the Woods with fear, at night
they still felt impenetrable. Mystery and the unknown prevailed. My imagination still raced. The
old dreams were always at my back as I quickened
my pace.
As a young adult, I got a job as a naturalist and
teacher at an outdoor education center in another state. During the summer, the center offered
special camping experiences. My favourite was
Night Camp. During the week of Night Camp,
we would gradually alter our schedule so that by
week’s end, we slept during the day and wandered
the woods at night. The dinner of the others was
our breakfast. During our nighttime forays into
the woods, we studied night ecology and learned
about the behaviours of nocturnal animals. We
walked trails without flashlights, called to owls,
and ate our lunch with thumbs taped back to
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imitate raccoons. We became very comfortable in
the nighttime woods.
After these experiences I returned to New Jersey,
eager to explore the Woods at night. This would
be a new frontier, a new way of knowing them.
One night I went and noticed I was not afraid, or
that whatever fear was there I was able to keep at
bay. I had achieved some mastery.
I do not think I went on such night hikes in my
Woods more than once or twice. I immediately
felt something missing. It did not feel right to
overcome my fear of the Woods or whatever was
in them. It felt wrong, as if I had violated the
Woods, or myself. I had trespassed too far and
was left with a vague feeling of transgression, as
if I was trying to take something from the Woods
that belonged to them and should remain there.
The attempt to take this thing from the Woods,
this mystery, was simultaneously the act of taking
it from myself. The gain of mastery precipitated
the loss of mystery.
The Mystery to which I refer is suggestive of what
Emmanuel Levinas calls the there is. The there is
is the sense of “being in general,” always anonymous, and associated by Levinas with the dark of
night. This is the presence of an absence that we
encounter with fear. The fear momentarily strips
us of our subjectivity, our “master of being,” and
throws us into “an impersonal vigilance, a participation…” We sense somethingness in the
nothingness of the darkness. “The rustling of
the there is…is horror.” Yet, though this horror
threatens the mastery of being, it opens us to
mystery, that which is forever beyond our grasp,
and yet, somehow, in some fashion, related to us
[3, pp.52-55].
When I went back to the center, I tried to explain
this to my colleagues, but they did not understand. Why would I want to keep my fear? Fear,
I said, was what kept the mystery alive. In fear I
could tremble, and when I trembled I could imagine something in the Woods that I could not see
or hear, but in trembling knew was there. When I
stopped trembling, something I had known to be
there disappeared along with the fear. Its absence
frightened me more than its concealed presence.
And I realized that the absence was in me, and
not in the Woods.
In the moment of fear, one must stand there and
behold it. If we listen, fear has much to teach us.
Sometimes it will tell us to advance and overcome.
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Sometimes it will tell us to flee and to leave well
enough alone. There is often more courage
in retreat than in pursuit. In my experience, I
learned that in leaving the Woods I assured their
preservation.

Great Fear & Small Fear
When we attempt to control or manage nature,
we think we are limiting it. When we tend our
gardens, we limit nature to that spot. When we
overcome our fears and walk in the dark (as I
did), we limit the awe-fullness of nature. We
are always in the business of drawing boundaries around nature. Once the boundary is drawn,
we feel safer. But of course, we can never draw
boundaries around nature. It is more than our
boundary-making. It does not care whether it is
in wilderness, or a city plot, or the sewer. While
it pushes and defies boundaries, humans create and modify them—we try to fit nature into
our human scale. We reduce; nature expands.
No matter how wide we draw the boundary, it is
still a reduction. Even our increased knowledge
limits nature. We learn something new about the
universe and the universe becomes smaller to us.
The less we know about nature, the larger it is; the
more we know, the more it shrinks. But the more
we shrink and limit nature, the more threatened
we feel. We feel threatened by an unlimited nature’s power over us, but in truth, a limited nature
threatens us with the actuality of our inadequate
power over it.
Chuang Tzu refers to a Great Fear and a Small
Fear. Small Fear makes us desperate, possessive,
and aggressive; Great Fear makes us respectful
and expansive. Yet within Great Fear is a subservience we are suspicious of. But it may be that our
very survival depends on it. In Small Fear there
is arrogance, in Great Fear humbleness and awe
in the face of our own finitude. What inspires
our awe inspires our love, and what we love, we
serve. In losing this fear and love, we possess nature, and Small Fear enters: the anxious thought
that we can always lose what we think we have.
Awe teaches us that we can never truly own or
possess.
The suggestion of a “higher” fear, one that embraces rather than cowers, does not invalidate the
innumerable and legitimate fears one may have
of nature: natural disasters and violent storms,
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injurious animals and sundry “acts of God.” Understandably, we do not easily make peace with
these threats; instead, we pursue ever more sophisticated methods of protection. One ubiquitous method is the attempt to avoid “wild” nature
altogether.
I am also not suggesting a fear so expansive that
it embraces without discrimination. Nature, we
know, has ways of reminding us of our place in
the order of things. In The Thing Itself, Richard
Todd comments on “that ever looming doomsday in which the separateness of nature would
be forced upon us. In the event of wholesale and
cataclysmic change, our view of nature might,
curiously enough, come closer to what it historically was: that is, we would experience a renewed
awe—not the cozy admiration of ‘nature’s wrath’
that we enjoy in a televised hurricane but a true
awe, unto terror.” [6, p.117e]
Whether through awe or terror, we have learned
to create boundaries around nature, but we have
not learned to create boundaries around ourselves. We go where we please, and fight what is
in our way. When the nature humans can reach is
everywhere, nature is nowhere. This is what Bill
McKibben refers to in the title of his influential
and controversial 1989 book The End of Nature.
For McKibben, this is not the end of astronomical
and biological processes, but the end of nature as
we have known it. And we have known nature as
that which we are separate from. In our expansiveness we “have deprived nature of its independence, and that is fatal to its meaning. Nature’s
independence is its meaning; without it there is
nothing but us.” [4, p.58]
McKibben is talking here about our affective,
philosophical relationship with nature, not our
biological relationship. For literally (ecologically)
we cannot deprive nature of its independence. It
is always more than us or our effects. In fact, it
is always more than we can ever use. Before we
exhaust its resources, we will have exhausted ourselves. It is human hubris to believe that somehow, we are important enough to destroy the
world. We have only the power to destroy ourselves, and other species. Surely nature itself does
not need us, or even any particular species, or
possibly (this is harder to swallow) this planet.
No matter what we do, nature will continue to do
what it has done for 15 billion years. It will create and destroy. And if the worst happens? That
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the earth becomes uninhabitable? Life will find its
way back and take on new forms. In other words,
nature itself will be fine.
But our nature is not. For this nature, this nature
that is ours is a relational nature, not separate
from us. We are with it. Nature’s independence,
then, is not its only meaning. We mean by nature also that with which we are in relation. We
cannot separate ourselves entirely. Nor can we
subsume nature under our influence. No matter
how hard we try, there will never be “nothing
but us.”
We must then re-imagine nature as that from
which we are separate and that from which we
cannot be separate. Nature is that which is beyond us and that within which we are incorporated. We must embrace the apparent contradictions. Maurice Blanchot’s statement about our
relationship with autrui could also be said about
our relationship with nature: “I am definitely
separated from autrui, if autrui is to be considered as what is essentially other than myself; but
it is also through this separation that the relation with the other imposes itself upon me as exceeding me infinitely: a relation that relates me
to what goes beyond me and escapes me to the
very degree that, in this relation, I am and remain
separated.” [2, p.52]

The Re-imagination of Fear
When we limit nature, we separate ourselves from
what is beyond the boundary we have drawn.
This separation reduces the field in which our
imaginations play. We confine ourselves to what
is before us, that which we can understand and
focus on. We become mediatized, no longer able
to access, on our own, that which is beyond the
boundary.
Media tries to expand the field of imagination,
and succeeds to a certain extent. Our imaginations have new places to go, but they are new
places and not the old places that have borne
us. Even as global networks expand, our imaginations become increasingly localized. When
we can communicate with people from across
the world immediately, they become local. In
our expansiveness, we are reducing the world
to our desktop. Our imaginations become
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limited to this localized place. Once localized,
we lose the ability to imaginatively relate to
what is outside us.
We are frightened of the nature that is beyond
our control, and yet this nature that frightens us
is the very thing that kindles our imaginations.
When we respond to this nature by turning away,
we find that we have not completely limited our
imagination, for part of our imagining selves
clings to what we have left. Our imaginations are
the link, the Ariadne’s Thread, between us and the
nature we seek to leave.
When we walk in the Woods at night, we partially
lose our sight. To compensate for this loss, we carry a light. Then we can see, and we can walk where
we would not normally walk. But as we walk with
our artificial light, we quickly realize losses despite our gains. We now think we know where
we are going, but we lose those senses that would
guide us. The mystery that frightens us still frightens us, but now through the shapes and forms of
shadows. We fear less the night than what lurks in
the shadows. We find that we no longer stand in
awe of darkness, but in fear of shadows.
Our imaginations still produce images, but they
are images drawn from shadows we have created. A nature without shadows is a nature devoid
of human imagination. In order to preserve nature as the crucial source of imagination, we need
to think of nature as more than ourselves. Reducing nature to a commodity or a concept hinders
the imagination, while seeing nature as more
than us kindles it. This ultimately may be why we
seek to preserve nature: we intuitively sense that
restricting nature reduces the capacity to imagine. Nature is what mystifies, and mystification is
what calls our imagination.
When we imagine nature, or re-imagine the fear
of nature, we open up the wellsprings of imagination. New and unrestricted images appear to us,
revealing that which had been hidden. We find
ourselves sustained, nourished by something we
forgot we needed. In the re-imagining of nature,
we rediscover ourselves, not in the nature we
imagine, but in the very soul of imagination itself.
As William Blake puts it in his letter (August 23,
1799) to the Reverend Dr. John Trusler: “Some
See Nature all Ridicule & Deformity, & by these I
shall not regulate my proportions; & Some Scarce
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see Nature at all. But to the Eyes of the Man of
Imagination, Nature is Imagination itself.” [5,
p.403]

The Fire in the Woods
During the winter months of my youth, when the
sun set farther to the south and therefore directly
into the Woods, I could often see beautiful sunsets of red and orange through the dark silhouette of leafless winter trees. There is hardly a more
beautiful sight. This phenomenon, this Fire in the
Woods, had the power to fill me with awe, wonder, longing. There in the distance it seemed as if
a magical fire was burning, and I was drawn in by
this Fire, even though I knew I could never find
it. If I were to begin walking toward it, the Fire
would always retreat before me. I would never be
able to get to it.
This Fire kept the Woods as they were, safe from
me and my desires to truly know or own them.
The Woods were always beyond my reach, thereby keeping my imagination alive. The Fire in the
Woods is always burning somewhere and it is the
Fire itself we must preserve. (Jean Cocteau reportedly was once asked by an interviewer what
one precious thing, out of a household filled with
extraordinary artwork, he would save in case of
fire. Cocteau answered without hesitation: “The
fire, of course.”)
We always need a place that kindles the imagination, a place that keeps the fires of Eros burning within us. There are gods in these woods. We
cannot kill them, only deny them, and they will
retreat further and further into the woods, back
there in the Fire of the Woods, back where we
cannot follow.
The sun sets and darkness overtakes the Woods.
The Woods return to their other nature, a nature
we have difficulty knowing. In this darkness, the
Woods refuse to reveal themselves fully to us. In
our not-knowing, in the darkness that conceals,
we get a glimpse of the heart of darkness, a heart
that has the power to terrify but also to console,
for in the deep darkness we can rest assured that
there is something more than us that we can
give ourselves to.
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PROCESS-ORIENTED APPROACH
TO THE STUDY OF CREATIVE ACTS
IN HUMAN INTERACTION WITH NATURE

Ruth Hampe
Prof., The Faculty of Inclusive Education at the Catholic University of Applied
Sciences (Freiburg, Germany)

Abstract. Creative design processes follow random or theme-based forms of access. In many cases, the beginning of
meaning lies in the random placement of a figure, which is then moved and changed by intuitive action. In the context
of art therapy, this design sequence can be documented during the process and later explored in the phase of making
sense and organizing the experience. Digital documentation and the creation of cartoon-like short films can support integration and delve more deeply into the metamorphoses of the work. Moments of dialogue between clients
and therapists play an essential role. Connection to nature can be activated in the creative process for instance in the
creation of a face by laying different natural materials in an alternating interplay. Digital photography can be used to
record the process of change in the construction of images with natural materials and enable an interactive process in
the development and decay of the visual form.
Keywords: animation, digital documentation, mentalization, nature, natural materials, process-oriented design

“The most beautiful experience we can have is
the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion
that stands at the cradle of true art and true
science. Whoever does not know it and can no
longer wonder, no longer marvel, is as good as
dead, and his eyes are dimmed.“
(Albert Einstein,1953)

more depth. In the following article, this process is viewed from different perspectives, such as
using “digital storytelling” and is further explored
through the discussion of practical examples.

Foreword

Transformation during the design process can
be traced in art, for example, through the filmic
documentation of the creation of an artwork. Artists such as William Kentridge, Andy Goldsworthy, Joan Miró, Pablo Picasso, Jackson Pollock and
Gerhard Richter have already worked in front of
the camera, documenting playful, spontaneous
sequences of action in their creative processes.
The changes that occurred while making the work
are not immediately visible or perceivable in the
finished aesthetic object. The possibility of witnessing this moving transformation conveys a
liveliness and a tension arc starting from the mostly empty initial space to the resulting work of art.

Creative design is always linked to the process
of making and follows one’s own intuition and
inspiration as well as the challenges presented
by the materials being used. In addition to experiencing natural materials, it also enables a person to perceive themselves anew in the way they
create their image. This process-oriented design
is not directly linked to the product that is created. Pausing and recognizing this can lead to a special significance for participants and can be captured using digital media, so that afterwards the
participants can explore possible meanings in

30

Processes of change and
creative design
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It is known from the physiology of visual perception that we usually perceive moving objects
before static ones. The neuronal stimulus is primarily triggered by movement, which can be
overridden by emotionally charged scenes. In this
context, eye movement also has a special function
in that objects are scanned with the eyes. This has
a feedback effect on the processing of experiences, i.e. on whether the eye movement slows down
as in deep sleep in contrast to REM sleep or is in
the state of a dynamic scanning back and forth
perception. In the procedure of EMDR therapy [20], specifically targeted eye movement is
used as a therapeutic method to support the stabilization and processing of experiences. This bilateral stimulation of the brain can be used to
help people calm down, process and integrate experiences. This combination of perception and
movement also supports the creative process. For
example, in expressive painting, the artist works
with proximity and distance to the painted picture by painting directly standing in front of the
wall and then stepping back to take colors from
a table placed away from the artwork, thus perceiving the image from a distance. In moving forward and backward, a form of processing takes
place in which the painted image, in its processrelated change, is experienced as an inner-psychic
resonance.
An ongoing process of change also takes place
in dialogical processes of image making, such
as in dialogical or interactive painting [9], the
squiggle game [22], the progressive mirror image [16, 5], and the laying games, among others.
These processes mostly take place without phases
of documentation, but the image itself serves as
a witness to the process and is saved as a memory
trail. By integrating photographic documentation by using digital recording, the changing process can be examined independently, meaning
that the initial image can remain as a visual or
tactile stimulus for ongoing creation. This means
that the image and the creator are engaged in a
constant dialogic process of change where both
inform the other‘s ongoing development. Incompleteness and change are the main features
of this process; change and transformation occur in the participant/client, therapist and the art
object. In this triad, resources can be activated
in the continuous modification of the dialogical process. Stuck things are transformed into a
dissolving and creating process, whereby verbalization only follows after the image has been
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

completed. Each new, final change is documented
photographically and is thereby also appreciated.
The change is integrated into a playful flow, similar to a rhythmic cycle, where one is the creator
and the other the viewer, the observer. This supports empathic participation with regard to what
is emerging in the aesthetic object. The dialogical element of the creative process also stimulates
empathic understanding [2] and contribute to a
respectful perception of nature. The creative process stimulates resonance relationships with elementary natural phenomena, as they can also
be revealed on a small scale — for example,
the client can participate in natural growth processes in their perception of the unfolding of a
leaf. Such an experience may stimulate the perception of the vital force in nature and resonate
with inner-psychic processes. The movement of
nature, in the process of becoming, maturing and
decaying, is immediately understandable as analogous to one‘s own life phases. Change is inherent
in all these natural forms and thus creates a vivid
counterpart to personal experience.

Sensual and symbolic experience
when working with natural
materials
Design processes are subject to sensory modalities, which are affected by the materials used. The
inclusion of natural materials or creating images in nature can go hand in hand with a special
sensory stimulation including auditory (hearing), gustatory (tasting), kinesthetic (feeling and
touching), olfactory (smelling) and visual (seeing) as an exteroception. It can be the experience
of silence or the cracking, rustling of branches or
leaves, the activation of taste experience in the
smell of grasses, herbs, flowers, fruits, the visual
perception of their colorful design and the tactile experience of their surface structure. In addition, other sensory modalities are included as
interoception in the design process, such as the
vestibular (sense of balance), proprioceptive
(depth sensitivity) and also tactile (surface sensitivity), through which a holistic stimulation of
physical experience is possible. With every movement of the body there is a so-called incorporation of the image, in that it becomes part of the
inner experience. This process goes hand in hand
with biographical traces of memory and inner
images [12], which are activated in the natural
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environment and can create new possibilities
for experiencing nature. Natural materials in their
organic or inorganic substance offer different levels of resistance when working with them, for
example, stone, metal and wood mostly evoke a
stronger process in contrast to soil, sand, clay and
wax or liquid materials. In addition, objects can
be designed that, like recycled objects, can undergo an aesthetic transformation. In this case,
the process concerns editing, re-arranging, deconstruction and reconstruction of references to
nature.
If natural materials are used to create mandalas
outdoors, if small-scale arrangements such as
flower arrangements or if natural elements are
integrated into an artistic context, then nature
is always used as a reference and a changed approach to the creative process is stimulated. Tension forms between cliché-determined, signlike images and symbolic or proto-symbolic
forms of implementation [8, pp. 202f.], as far as
the inner-psychological response is concerned.
Nevertheless, using natural materials conveys an
experience of perception that can enable meaning
to be conveyed. In the social interaction and integration of natural materials, a relationship to nature and its phenomena can be established. In the
art-therapeutic process, mirroring and staging
of actions leads to changed processes of perception. What has already been exemplified by artists
working with natural materials can, depending
on the client, provide examples for work in the
art therapy setting.
For instance, the artist Andy Goldsworthy [17]
works exclusively with natural materials and incorporates their transience into his creative process. He uses materials that he finds on site, such
as stones, petals, wood or ice. He works without
artificially designed tools, using leafs and branches, thorns, sticks or grass fibers to hold materials together; he sprinkles petals directly into a
river or dissolves powdered colored rocks in the
flow of water. He documents the process of
transformation through the forces of nature, for
instance the processes of melting and dissolving, using photography to track these changes. He
plays with the hidden mysticism of the landscape,
making the experience of nature a work of art.
This also applies to other Land Art artists such as
Richard Long or James Turrel, who leave traces of
artistic images made mostly with natural materials in specific locations [13]. Wolfgang Laib [21]
works with the beauty of pollen, for example, by
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arranging color fields with pollen collected from
dandelions, hazelnuts or pines in renowned museums. He also creates artistic arrangements using milk, beeswax, marble, rice and sealing
wax. His work is about another dimension of perception, about contemplation as well as time and
transience. All of these artistic works with natural
materials activate a deep experience of nature as
well as of space and time. The familiar becomes
strange, special and unique in the transformation
of what already exists in nature and its respectful
reception by the artist. This artistic activity differs
from purpose-orientated creative design by working with the aspect of beauty already present.
In art therapy practice there are special forms
of communication that involve dialogical interaction between therapist and client. Photographing the artwork during the process of creation can
provide a conclusion to the work, allow it to be
appreciated indirectly and to be understood during its different phases of dialogic change. If
Werner Hoffmann [10] assumes that beauty is a
line, this also includes reference to the elementary forms of beauty in nature. For example, the
curved line shape can be found in the form of a
snake‘s movement or in the river as it meanders.
The beach sand rippled by the sea or the dune
crest shaped by the wind in the desert landscape
also reveals the spiral lines that can be seen in
archaeological formations and in various forms
of art. It refers to the rhythmic as a principle of
life, and to the cyclical change that occurs in nature. This natural rhythm also determines the creative process and its resonating effect on
physiological and psychological experience. Correspondingly, harmonious proportions in nature
(cf. Doczi, 2005), such as growth patterns according to the golden ratio and also in spiral structure
formation, can stimulate a positive resonance effect in the psyche. The following practical examples, in which the application is not client-specific
but depends on motivational aspects and existing
resources, will refer to this effect.

Practical examples
The process of creating can take place both inside and outside, depending on the possibilities and limitations of the circumstances of the
therapy. Natural materials are familiar to clients and can be selected, compiled and used in
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a playful manner. One possible application is
the “laying picture,” in which, design such as
a face (Figures 1a-c), a mandala, or a plant pillow, can arise by placing single elements in dialogical alternation, one at a time and one after
the other. With the laying of natural materials, narrative stories can be developed associatively in the process of alternating addition and

change (Figures a–d). This is a scenic interaction
practice in a two-person or group situation, in
which it is not the end result that is decisive, but
the mutual interaction during the process. This
creates a playful component that is familiar from
childhood and activates resources of the common game. As Johan Huizinga (2004) notes, the
origins of culture are to be found in the game.

a

b

Figures 1a–c. Faces made of natural materials
together with people with disabilities and
students (photos from a course run by Ruth
Hampe)

c
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a

b

c

d

Figures 2a–d. Laying game with natural materials, student work (photos from a course run by Ruth Hampe)

Collages with corresponding images of people
and culture (Figure 3) can also provide easy access to narrative exchange in the process of creating without the need for artistic skills. For people
with disabilities, this scenic interaction practice is
well suited to finding symbolic expression, and it
can be used to enrich or process what is experienced in narrative expression.
The situation is different with materials such as
sand, clay and soil, which provide a haptic and
tactile experience when manipulated. When using dry sand — for example in a frame — play
on the surface with exposure of the ground can
occur using the fingers, one hand or both hands.
Each finished picture brings an element of challenge for the next maker to engage in the continuing process. The dry sand can mobilize intuitive, playful action, without claiming to be a
completed picture. Changes in the sand game can
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be made with the hands and fingers, which triggers a dynamic haptic stimulation (Figures 4a–d).
Process-based interactive design can easily lead
to the experience of flow, as emphasized by Mihaly Csíkszentmihályi [3, 4]. The experience is
different with clay, which can activate other proprioceptive sensory modalities in the process
of molding and kneading. The changing additions
of form elements can result in a scenic narrative
(Figsures 5a–c), which can be captured on film in
its individual phases so that it can be discussed
again later. The co-creation of the accompanying
person provides a supportive function in the enrichment of the design process and can activate
resources and encourage the continuity of the
process.
To understand art processes in nature, it is also
possible to work with charcoal drawing. William Kentridge [18] uses his charcoal drawings
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Figure 3. Laying picture with laminated felt-based collage elements, student work (photos from a course run
by Ruth Hampe)

a

b

c

d

Figures 4a–d. Sand play alternating between two persons on a white surface, student work (photos from a
course run by Ruth Hampe)
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a

b

c
Figures 5a–c. Inclusive narrative clay work together with people with disabilities and students
(photos from a course run by Ruth Hampe)
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to create animated films. The trace of the previous charcoal drawing that has been partially
wiped away remains partly visible and overlaid
on the new image. These designs on paper, captured as they change over time in photographs,
create a narrative sequence. This process may allow the maker to sense the resilience of natural
processes and perceive this as a resource. The
charcoal drawing becomes a matrix of an inner
perspective, which follows a spontaneous design
flow (Figures 6a–c).
A similar process-oriented artwork can be
achieved using chalk on the blackboard. A basic
picture can be developed by wiping away the dry
chalk and drawing over it, producing a layered
image that can be traced through photographic
documentation. This work on the blackboard
can take away the need for perfection in a picture and can mobilize the creative process. Moreover, it requires one to draw while standing up,
creating the possibility of taking distance to allow another view of the image to appear (Figures
7a–f).

a

b

c

Figures 6a–c. Change processes related to forms of growth in nature by wiping away and overpainting charcoal
drawings on paper, student work (photos from a course of Ruth Hampe)
© Ecopoiesis, 2020
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Digital photographic documentation corresponds to «digital storytelling» [14, 15, 19],
which is understood as a form social practice using the support of technical media such as the
camera and the computer. Individual images
are put together like an animated film, for example using the program MovieMaker, and are

thus transformed into a digital story. The animation can be saved as a video on the computer
and a mobile phone. Digital storytelling enables
multimedia editing with spoken word, text and
music inserts, as well as special image transitions and color changes or focus adjustments.
This application of digital media is often used

a

b

c

d

e

f

Figures 7a–f. Change processes related to forms of growth in nature by wiping away and painting over chalk
drawings on the blackboard, student work (photos from a course run by Ruth Hampe)
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in educational and cultural fields, but it can also
be implemented in the art-therapeutic field, as
has already been shown in art-therapeutic work
in psychiatric care, with people with disabilities, and in therapy with children and adolescents as well as adults. Working with the digital
medium is particularly challenging, and capturing single design phases using digital photography can lead to positive perception of self-efficacy
and self-esteem. It can be used in two-person and
group settings and requires the technical support
of the accompanying therapist in the implementation of a digital narrative storytelling sequence.
When Aaron Antonovsky [1] speaks of understanding, manageability and meaningfulness in
relation to the sense of coherence, this can also be
applied to the creative process with digital storytelling. This can lead to an imaginary transformation of one‘s own life themes and experiences and
mobilize a change of perspective and new interpretations in a playful process.
The medium of image sequencing in the creation
of digital films creates a perception of movement
that can activate multilayered sensory modalities
in the visual processing of what has been experienced. It requires eye movement in the visual
perception of the image sequences, which can
cause a different form of processing of what
has been experienced, similar to changing the
gaze using EMDR. The use of the digital medium
depends on the situation, and the participation
of clients is always tied to their self-determined
influence on the process as director of the storytelling process. Experiencing and documenting nature in this way differs from other cultural
examples, such as those that can be seen on television or in film. What is experienced is anchored in
digital processing and at the same time becomes
a medium for psychological stabilization, similar
to presenting oneself in a social group.
In line with this, the photographic image can
also be used to present oneself in an imaginary
space, and one’s own portrait can be integrated with natural phenomena. The relationship
to self-portrait has been explored in modern
art in terms of deformation the body or as a form
of self-awareness [8, pp. 257ff]. The exploration of the self in relation to natural phenomena,
for example, in designing with natural materials
or in experiencing natural processes, can provoke
a discussion and nature can be perceived as a
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reference to one‘s own self in the sequence of the
images presented via the digital medium. At the
same time, this process-like design is connected
to a realization of what has been experienced
in the digital editing stage, by receiving it again
and discussing it associatively. In that regard, the
images go through different phases of discussion and are subject to enrichment and processing in the sensual-symbolic experience.

Conclusion
Process-oriented creative processes allow a person to experience themselves and nature in
a multi-layered way and are affected by situational circumstances, personal and the particular moment in time as well as the materials
used. They enable interaction in the therapeutic
pair or in groups, during which photographic
documentation of the process becomes significant in enhancing the dialogical element of the
constantly changing form. This applies both to
the pause after creating each phase of the design
and the compilation of images into a digital story, similar to an animated film. The stimulation
of an empathic connection between therapist
and client is expressed in the artistic process.
The activation of sensory modalities through the
use of natural materials, as well as in the exploration of self-representation in relation to nature, can mobilize changes in the relationship to
oneself, others and the natural world. The phenomenon of nature, in inorganic and organic materials, on the micro and macro level, and in
self-experience, is an effective therapeutic component in terms of its activation of sensory perception. In this context, it is not the duration of
the interaction that is decisive, but rather the inner attitude to the experience of the process. Artists working in nature and with natural materials can inspire therapists to incorporate access
to nature in art therapy. This work is possible
with all age groups and can include people with
disabilities. What is special about working with
natural phenomena and natural materials is that
they are accessible to everyone in their diversity of perception and biographical anchoring
and can therefore form a fundamental constant
in the creative process.
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THREE PLACES, THREE ECOLOGIES —
AN ECOPOIETIC PERSPECTIVE
Stephen K. Levine
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Founding Dean of the Doctoral Program in Expressive Arts at The European
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Abstract. This article is based on a description of three geographical locations with which significant events in the author’s life are associated. All these locations are in one way or another connected with economic activity, which has an
increasing influence on cultural and natural environments. The author believes that all three examples show that all
ecology is now social and cultural ecology. At the same time, the three places indicate a different approach of people
to the organization of their environments. People and the environment are more affected when economic benefits are
paramount. The situation changes when beauty becomes the ultimate criterion for the organization of the environment
and its “ecology.”
Keywords: beauty, nature, ecology, ecopoiesis

What is the place where we live? How is it dependent on its ecology? How can we develop our living places ecopoietically, that is, in a way that respects and brings out their possible beauty? These
questions frame the presentation below of three
quite different dwelling places: Saas Fee, Switzerland; Martha’s Vineyard, USA; and Toronto, Canada, each of which has been my home at different
points in my life. I hope that by depicting these
specific locations from my own lived perspective,
I can illuminate both the problems and the possibilities which are critical for the time and place
in which we live.

Saas Fee
I first came to Saas Fee, Switzerland, in 1997 for
the second summer of the European Graduate
School (EGS), and have returned every summer
since, except for the current summer when the
pandemic has made international travel dangerous for all. The university began in 1996 and held
its classes first in Leuk, a medieval town perched
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

on a hillside overlooking the valley of the Rhone.
We were based in the Kinderdorf, a school for
children with disabilities. The school was built
into a hill and offered a view of the valley below.
At the same time, we could hear the constant hum
of traffic from cars driving to or from the French
part of Switzerland. The town itself was small and
scenic, with an ancient church that had a bonehouse in its cellar, an old town hall and a castle
partly in ruins. The summer was warm, and for
relief from the heat we would go swimming in a
pond in the Fienwald, a protected forest nearby in
the valley.
For the first session of the second summer, we
moved to Saas Fee. Some 1500 meters high and
surrounded by snow mountains that went up
to 4500 meters, Saas Fee was an entirely different place. A glacier loomed over the town; the
Allalin and other mountains were covered with
snow, and the summer was cold, sometimes quite
cold. This was indeed a different environment —
remote, hard to get to, without cars or industry,
silent, with pure air and hiking paths all around.
That first summer, classes were held in the school
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house and the town hall in the center of town.
We were an anomaly in the village and garnered
many long stares from the old mountain families
who lived there and ran the restaurants and hotels
which nourished the tourist trade. We created a
little world of our own, with an alternative culture based on artistic expression in a community
setting.

lived there forever. They suddenly became silent,
stood stock still, and stared at us in wonder, until
one of them suddenly exclaimed loudly, Ausländer! (Foreigners!) They then resumed their conversation, satisfied to have placed us somewhere,
even if unknown. We would always be strangers,
but no more so than everyone else who visited
from afar.

It took several years before we became habituated
to the town and before the townspeople came to
accept our presence. Once the campus was built
in 2000, on a hill outside of town called the Steinmatte, it became clear that we were not going to go
away and that we too were part of Saas Fee. We became an element in the summer mix, comprised
of Swiss and German vacationers and hikers, Hasidic Jews from London and Antwerp going to the
Alps as their familiars in New York went to the
Catskills, punk Japanese snowboarders looking to
get high on the slopes, and assorted others.

Saas Fee is a Winter ski resort. The greater part of
its economy depends on Winter skiing; the summer is relatively uninhabited. Ski shops line the
streets, and restaurants, hotels, chalets and apartment buildings are crowded together as closely
as possible. The social ecology of the town is
based on tourism; it has been described rightly
as a “monoculture.” EGS fits awkwardly into this
framework; but perhaps the programs at the university fit awkwardly into the world.

One time, just outside of town, my wife and I
came upon a group who looked as if they had
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I do not know what happens behind the scenes
in the town. The mountain families who control
the economy are close-knit and do not share their
secrets easily. It seems as if there are few zoning
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controls. Houses, hotels and apartments are built
as closely as possible to each other. A good example of this is the development right in front of
the Steinmatte campus. An attractive old house
on the hill had been the home of Carl Zuckmayer, the German-Jewish refugee writer who made
Saas Fee his place of refuge and ultimately his
home. His daily walk around the town was memorialized as the Zuckmayer Wanderweg, and
plinths with quotations from his writings were
erected along the way. The walk begins at the edge
of town just before the forest. The plinth there
reads, in my translation, “Happy are those who
dwell where they were born.” But as we walk up
the hill on the path, we come across another stone
inscription, “Home is not where you were born
but where you wish to die,” the words of a refugee
who has finally found his place.
After he passed away, his daughter continued
to live in the house and kept it more or less as
it originally was. A few years ago, I am told, her
husband expressed a desire to return to his native
Austria, and she was persuaded to sell the property. The developer swore he would keep the house
just as it was; and in fact he did–by simply adding
more chalets as closely as possible all around it.
The result is an aesthetic disaster; one could easily
have the fantasy that if the original house were a
living organism, it would be gasping for breath.
What saves Saas Fee from ruin is not so much deliberate planning, but a combination of social and
natural factors. Since the purpose of building is to
foster ski tourism, houses are built as close to the
center of town as possible. And since the town is
in a little bowl surrounded by steep mountains,
there is little incentive to build outside of it. Thus
the beauty of the landscape is preserved. The only
development outside of town, besides the cable
cars and mountain restaurants, are the hiking
trails, which make Saas Fee and the surrounding area a hiker’s paradise. The trails are marked
with signs, telling wanderers how long it will take
them to get to one place or another. The walking paths themselves go along the curves of the
mountain. Unlike the town, they bend to follow
what is already there. Many years of walking these
paths have made me feel that I belong, no longer
an Ausländer, but, almost, a native.
Both inhabitants and visitors can see the glacier
receding each year; global climate change is rapidly affecting this little isolated village. If it continues at this rate, the snow will ultimately disappear,
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and the economic basis of the town will collapse,
as will the only source of water. Until the early
1950’s, Saas Fee was primarily a place for cows to
pasture in the summers. The small town was inhabited by descendents of the original Walser settlers. There were no roads, and it could be reached
only by foot or mule. The ecological shaping of
Saas Fee came as a result of the development of
ski tourism; if that were to end, the town itself
would be seriously diminished, if it were to survive at all. In my fantasy, only EGS would remain,
a lonely outpost as out of place in the landscape
as it is in the world. But perhaps new social and
economic factors would intervene, new development in response to these would happen, and the
shaping of Saas Fee would continue in a different
form unimaginable to us.
Human culture has shaped Saas Fee, for better or
worse. Some Swiss students have called it a, “Swiss
Disneyland,” and in fact on the top of Mount Allalin, there is an ice cave in which dwell, along
other frozen figures, an accurate representation of
Mickey Mouse. Nevertheless, if you can climb to
the top of the mountain, wearing crampons and
snow boots and using walking poles, following
the mountain guide and avoiding crevasses hidden in snow, you come upon magnificent views
of distant mountains and, ultimately, of Italy. If
you are hardy, you can even traverse down the
mountain and walk to a village for cappuccino
before taking the bus back to town. Saas Fee is a
good example of the work of the Anthropocene,
sometimes brutally distorting the landscape,
sometimes following it in a way that enhances its
beauty, but always leaving its mark .

Martha’s Vineyard
I first came to Martha’s Vineyard in the summer
of 1971. Set in the Atlantic Ocean some fifteen
miles from Cape Cod (and sometimes described
by people who live there as “a little island off the
coast of Europe” to distinguish it from America),
the Vineyard is reachable only by ferry and, more
recently, by plane. Its inaccessibility by car has
kept it from the overdevelopment that has rendered much of the neighboring landscape of Cape
Cod uninhabitable. At the same time, strict zoning controls (what some call “snob zoning”) have
preserved much of the “natural” landscape. (The
original forests on the Vineyard have all been cut
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down, and the resulting foliage is second or third
growth, but still beautiful).
The Vineyard is the obverse of Saas Fee — a summer ocean resort. As the rich and famous go to
Saas Fee in the Winter (or so I imagine), they
come to the Vineyard or someplace like it in the
summer. The tourists come and go, but the natives remain (on the Vineyard we say, “Summer
people–and some are not!”). Like Saas Fee, Martha’s Vineyard is almost totally dependent on
tourism. If the beaches were to vanish — or just
as likely, be fouled by oil — the economy would
largely come to an end.
There is a strong conservationist impulse on the
Vineyard. The well-being of the people who live
there depends on the beauty of the landscape;
and there is a love of the place for its own sake.
A somewhat strange alliance of year-round native
islanders with wealthy summer residents results;
both have an interest in preserving the island.
Sometimes these forces join in social struggle
against the inexorable force of capital, although

lately enormous buildings, so-called “trophy
houses,” used by their owners only a few weeks in
the year, have begun to sprout up. The towns try,
with some success, to limit their size.
We built our own small house in Chilmark, a remote and relatively uninhabited town known for
its beautiful beaches, in 1984, when land prices
were affordable. A few years later, a realtor in the
area decided to sell a large parcel of land that she
had acquired to a developer who planned to build
over a hundred houses and guest houses. The
character of the town would be radically changed
as a result. The developer’s plan was technically
within the zoning restrictions of the town planning board, but if it were implemented, the social
and natural ecology of the town would be radically changed.
We were living year-round on the island that year
and became involved in the struggle against overdevelopment. A neighbor helped organize the
people living in the area, and we successfully petitioned the town for a one-year moratorium on

Photo: Martha’s Vineyard beach
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building. Then a conservationist group devised a
strategy by which those whose property fronted
on the dirt road in the area, as ours did, would
grant an ecological easement; this meant that the
road could not be “improved” by paving (thus prohibiting the passage of heavy equipment carried
by large trucks). Several neighbors also sued the
realtor who had sold the property, on the grounds
that she had assured them that when they bought
their land, the surrounding area would not be developed. And a wealthy property owner created a
consortium of people who offered to buy the land
from the developer and put it into conservation.
At this point the Land Bank stepped in. The Martha’s Vineyard Land Bank is a non-profit institution funded by a two-percent tax on every sale of
property on the island. Its purpose is to use that
money to purchase and maintain land for conservation. A fortunate coincidence also came about
in that the real estate market plunged at the same
time as we were fighting the development plans.
Suddenly the developer found himself holding a
large mortgage on a property which could not be
sold during the moratorium, a property which
was under litigation and whose value was rapidly
going down. Under the circumstances, he was
only too happy to sell the property to the Land
Bank, which promptly took it off the market and
made it into a nature preserve. Neighbors donated adjacent land, and the result today is a beautiful 500-acre preserve, traversed by walking trails
and maintained by the Land Bank. The shape of
the island, or at least this part of it, was fundamentally changed.
Not all the struggles against over-development on
the island have been so successful. There is very
little land that has not been built out, and as noted above, there have been built a large number of
“McMansions,” giant houses of some 10,000 square
feet or more, that mar the landscape. Some people
have left the island in search of more isolated areas;
others stay and fight against forces that originate
from elsewhere in the global economy. The current
pandemic may slow the rate of development, but
no one knows what the future will bring.
At the same time, there now live full-time on the
island many younger people who are committed to cultivating the beauty of this special place.
Some are trying to work for the creation of a
Housing Bank, similar to the Land Bank, which
would build affordable housing for those who
grew up here, usually priced out of the market.
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There are also many farmers trying to use sustainable agricultural practices. These young people
are not utopians but rather have a realistic view
of what is possible, given both the natural conditions of the Vineyard and the demands of the
market. There is hope yet in paradise.

Toronto
In the same year that I first went to Martha’s Vineyard, I moved from New York to Toronto to teach
at York University. At the time, Toronto seemed
like a sleepy little town to me compared to “the
city,” as we called Manhattan, in our unconsciously imperial way. The Scots-Presbyterian character
of early Toronto was still visible, Sunday was a day
of rest with no shopping or sale of liquor, and it
seemed that there were only one or two Chinese
restaurants around!
For some, these features were what endeared Toronto to them. After all, Jane Jacobs, the doyenne
of urban ecological thinking, had moved to Toronto to get away from the madness of planning
in New York, in which whole neighborhoods
were being razed in the name of “urban renewal.”
(Minority residents of these areas called it “urban
removal.”) Jacobs saw Toronto as a town of neighborhoods. She lived in a part of the city called the
“Annex” (since it had been annexed to the original
settlement a century before), where we ourselves
came to live in 1979 just up the street from Jane
Jacobs’ house. The Annex was a neighborhood of
single-family homes, populated to a great extent
by faculty and students from the nearby University of Toronto, as well as by writers, artists and
other renegades.
In the 1970’s, the character of the Annex and
other downtown neighborhoods was threatened
by a plan to run an expressway down the neighboring street of Spadina Avenue all the way to
Lake Ontario. Jane Jacobs and others led a fight
to “Stop Spadina!” A bitter struggle resulted and,
in the end, the expressway was stopped a mile or
so north. The downtown neighborhoods were
preserved — but then traffic began to build up
in the outlying suburbs. An inner-city/suburban
conflict simmered under the surface, and when
amalgamation of city and suburbs occurred over
a decade ago, the conflict came to a head. Since
then, the city ofToronto has not had complete
control over its development.
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In 2010, a new mayor of Toronto was elected with
suburban votes on the slogan, “The war on cars
is over!” Suburban reliance on the automobile
won out over rapid transit plans for downtown.
“Transit City,” a major initiative of the previous
administration, was cut back, and funding for
subways and buses was reduced. Many bike lanes
were eliminated as well. Somehow, from the mayor’s point of view, bicycles became the symbol for
everything that was wrong with Toronto — they
impeded traffic and impaired the economic efficiency of the city. Bicycles were also ridden by
opponents of the mayor — one of his allies described bike-riders and their ilk as “communists.”
Subsequently many of us proudly sported buttons
with the slogan, “Bike-riding Pinkos.”
Toronto has a new mayor now. The war on bikes
is officially over, and a number of new bike lanes
have been built, but biking remains as perilous as
ever, if not more so. The automobile rules the city.
Only due to the pandemic has the city become
safe for pedestrians and bikers. I am not confident
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that this will be the case when things go back to
“normal.”
Toronto has changed in other ways as well. Small
houses downtown have been replaced by large
condominium towers; the city now has an enormous condominium population. Many of the old
neighborhoods remain but are more and more
threatened. In “normal” times, before the virus,
traffic congestion was everywhere, and the air was
substantially polluted.
Culturally, however, Toronto is much more alive
and vibrant than it was before. An enormous influx of immigrants from all over the globe has
brought tremendous energy to the city. Toronto
now has more foreign-born inhabitants than any
other city in the world. And the arts have flourished in ways that would not have been imaginable in the Toronto we first encountered. Artists
have also been at the forefront of the struggle
against mindless development, although many
have moved out of Toronto to the smaller city of
Hamilton in search of cheaper housing.
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Is Toronto still the town that Jane Jacobs imagined it to be? Jim Jacobs continues to lives down
the street from us in the house that his parents
owned. In the 1970’s, he sold me my first bicycle
in Toronto, the Chinese Flying Pigeon, a large
single-gear vehicle that came in over a hundred
parts, with the instructions all in Chinese (Jim
figured them out). I still rode a bike until a recent
accident, though I stayed away from the more
heavily traffic-congested streets. The number of
people who’ve died in bicycle-motor vehicle accidents is rapidly increasing. It sometimes feels
like open war has been declared on bike riders.
As elsewhere, the automobile rules.
At the same time, ecological consciousness has
increased immensely. There are many neighborhood groups in Toronto that are banding together
to put pressure on the city to take account of the
effects of over-development An example is the
“Green Neighbors” movement, in which neighborhood groups, initially formed to help residents
in a particular area respond to climate change, are
now creating a network designed to help the city
and the province to put more ecologically sensitive policies into place. As they do so, they have
also begun to discuss what it would mean to build
an urban environment that would be humanly
habitable. What principles would such building
have to follow? And how would we get from here
to there? It seems we need a different understanding of what it means to live together if environmental action is to bring meaningful change.

Conclusion
Ecology in the Anthropocene depends now upon
culture. We sometimes speak of ecological systems as if they were self-contained and permanent, although in fact they are always permeated
and affected by other such systems and by changing conditions . In the Anthropocene, all systems
are permeable and subject to change by human
action. However, such change does not necessarily mean degradation. Poiesis is guided by beauty

as its goal. If we were able to follow an ecopoietic
pathway, we could transform nature in such a way
as to bring beauty into the lived world.
In this brief essay, it is not possible to go into the
revised concept of beauty that would have to be
developed for us adequately to understand this
ecopoietic path. I hope to develop this concept
further in a future issue of the Journal. Suffice it
to say here that I understand beauty not in the
manner of traditional aesthetic theory, which
posits it as the result of a judgment made on the
basis of disinterested observation, but rather as a
lived experience which is transformative not only
theoretically and affectively but in a practical way
as well.
Furthermore, we cannot take account here of the
radical changes that would be necessary for us
to live ecopoietically. How to transform a relation to nature that is currently governed by profit
and power rather than by aesthetic criteria? What
would it mean, for example, if we were to think
of “urban development” as aiming to create beautiful cities that support human flourishing in a
thriving biosphere rather than that of maximizing profit for the propertied classes?
Of the three places discussed in this essay, the city
of Toronto stands out as the most problematic. As
the world moves toward greater and greater urbanization, building mega-cities that sprawl out
into their surrounding areas so as to touch upon
each other, following aesthetic criteria in development seems more and more unrealistic. We
could even wonder if the idea of a beautiful city is
chimerical, given the characteristics of the typical
megalopolis in which more and more of us live.
Nevertheless, I believe, poiesis is always possible,
and ecopoiesis is in fact not only possible but
more necessary than ever. We are now at a critical point in the existence of human life on this
planet. We need to bring aesthetics into ecology
and ecology into aesthetics if we are to find a way
to live well together. My hope is that following the
ecopoietic path will take us towards that goal.
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Abstract. Might play and imagination inform us about decolonizing and healing the Earth as ourselves? This article contributes to the discussion on the functions of Expressive Arts-based research (EABR) for practitioners and researchers
interested in cultivating ecological identity through embodied and lived experiences. Based on the basic tenets of
EABR, the author conducted this intermodal expressive arts inquiry during the early outbreak of the Coronavirus
pandemic in Canada, in accordance with the architecture of an expressive arts session: filling in from the habitual
world experience, de-centering process and harvesting. On the foundation of this inquiry, the author concludes that
the art-oriented de-centering process can 1) facilitate transpersonal ecological interaction with the more-than-human
world, which provides relational nourishment for human individuals to grow their ability to identify ecologically;
and 2) metabolize imagination and the act of poiesis in between the habitual and alternative world experiences as the
embodiment of human participation with the Living Earth’s creative process.
Key words: expressive arts-based research, expressive arts therapy, ecological identity, embodied ecopsychology,
imagination

Another world is not only possible, she is on her way.
On a quiet day, I can hear her breathing.
Arundhati Roy

Prologue
Once we cross the threshold, there is no going
back.
The coronavirus arrived in Canada in mid-March
of 2020. In a surge of cancellations, physical
distancing, panic buying in grocery stores and
death tolls in global news, I began to wonder: if
the coronavirus is a rite of passage sent from the
more-than-human world, guiding humanity into
a collective future with the Living Gaia, what is it
we are meant to understand in all this?
Pandemic narratives frame viruses as malevolent instead of integral to the interdependent
web of life in which humans and viruses must
co-exist. Charles Eisenstein noted, soon after the
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coronavirus began spreading in North America,
that if there is one thing our civilization is good
at, it is fighting an enemy: “we manufacture enemies, cast problems like crime, terrorism, and
disease into us-versus-them terms, and mobilize
our collective energies toward those endeavors
that can be seen that way.” [6] Since European
co-opting of North America, the colonial powers have introduced separation and control to indigenous lands and ways of being in the name of
“security”, “progress” and “health”. Let’s just call it
“Colonialvirus” for a thought experiment:
The Colonialvirus is a highly contagious virus
that has been around for centuries. When conditions are right, the Colonialvirus multiplies in
the host’s body, sometimes killing the host. The
most common symptoms of Colonialvirus are the
mindset of separation (us-versus-them), domination, control and desire to individualize; it affects
the heart-spirit-mind connection, and causes difficulty in human being’s capacity to interrelate.
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Early symptoms also include a loss of imagination and sense of belonging in the larger-thanhuman world. Unlike the novel coronavirus, not
much expertise has been put into containing and
combating the Colonialvirus; and none of us has
ever successfully flattened the curve. But we have
seen cases of antibodies in recovered patients
rooted in some indigenous and indigenous-led
communities...
What does it mean to decolonize the Earth and
how could this question be answered through expressive arts-based research (EABR)? Might the
creative process in EABR help humanity to remember ecological identity and to participate in
the ongoing creative process of the Living Gaia?
Might play and imagination inform us about decolonizing and healing ourselves as we heal the
Earth?
In this paper, I will document a research process
that took place from March 15th to May 30th,
2020, in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. The process
started four days after the World Health Organization declared a global pandemic, and two days
before the Ontario government declared a state
of emergency in response to the coronavirus
outbreak.
I will follow the basic tenets of EABR outlined by
José Miguel Calderon [5] to structure this inquiry
into three sections: “Filling in”, “In Studio” and
“Harvesting”, in accordance with the “architecture” of an expressive arts session [11].
In “Filling in” I will elaborate the research questions in the context of the “habitual worlding”,
i.e. everyday experiences around the individual
researcher and their academic relationship with
the research questions. “In Studio” is the transition wherein the researcher will leave the research
questions temporarily to enter into an art-oriented de-centering process, in which the researcher
will access the “alternative worlding” (imaginative experiences) by engaging in multi-sensory
intermodal art-making. This de-centering process takes the inquiry into “liminality”, a state
similar to a rite of passage process, where one is
capable of receiving deep knowing that comes
from an awareness of one’s limitations and possible resources [13]. “Harvesting” is the last section
wherein the researcher will return to the research
questions, and weave between the images, surprises and findings that emerge from the “Studio”
in order to present the results.
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Filling in
My personal and academic relationship with decolonizing the Earth is intertwined intimately
with my faith, the evolution of my worldview and
my career path for the last 13 years. As a child
growing up in the concrete jungle of Hong Kong,
I developed a severe animal phobia and a deepseated aversion to most forms of activity in nature. In 2006, at the Institute for Christian Studies in Toronto, I discovered ecofeminist theology.
My Judeo-Christian religious foundation experienced an earthquake for the first time.
Ecofeminist theologians have challenged the predominant anthropocentric and androcentric tendency in Christian theology, in which human beings dominate the rest of Creation. The image of
God, as well as humanity’s relational experience
with the Divine, has been limited to a masculine
father/son figure [8; 19]. Ecofeminist theologians
have also criticized the Cartesian dualistic assumption in the formation of theology, which fundamentally polarizes chaos-order, nature-culture,
body-mind, material world (earth)-metaphysicial
world (heaven), contriving an ecologically disembodied Christianity that is “not earthly enough”
[3]. The ecofeminist lens has opened up the perception of the Divine in biblical imagery as an ongoing creative process, as mystery, as elements in
creation and as non-masculine qualities [9]. This
new approach has also proposed metaphors to
experience God as mother, lover, and friend, and
further, that the evolution of the Universe is the
embodiment of God [18]. In Hebrew, Adamah
means earth and is a feminine noun. While the
biblical name for human beings, Adam, literally
means earthling (one formed from the earth), the
biblical name for the first woman Eve means “the
mother of all living” [3, 12].
This reshaping of the human-divine relationship
turned my biblical worldviews “downside up”,
challenging me to reconsider the role of humans
in relation to the rest of creatures that share the
Earth, and in our participation in the creative
process. The lack of Christian literature in deepening these questions has brought me toward
deep ecology and Gaia theory. The work of Brian
Swimme and Thomas Berry have offered an intellectual and scientific articulation to understand
the 14 billion years of evolution of the Universe
as a self-regulating complex system and a living
process [21]. Berry proposes that the Universe
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should not be understood as a collection of objects, but as a communion of subjects [2]. Thomas
Berry famously lamented humanity’s “autism towards the world”, the fact that we have lost “our
great conversation” with the more-than-human
world. The powerful metaphor of Gaia, the Greek
goddess, employed by James Lovelock and other
Earth system scientists to convey the scientific
understanding of Earth as a living system with
cultural understandings of human society as a
continuation of that system, was helpful intellectually. But empirically, how is it possible to have
“a great conversation” with Gaia the Living Earth?
Joanna Macy has created “the work that reconnects” (WTR) [17], a participatory theoretical
framework attempting to widen the sense of identity to planetary self through the “great turning”
and “the greening of the self ” [16]. Along similar
lines, the work of ecopsychology pioneer Theodore Roszak calls for interdisciplinary collaboration between traditional psychology and environmental studies, and a holistic view of connection
between the environment and the human soul.
The Buddhist root of Macy’s model, and ecopsychology literature, have helped me to embrace the
suffering of all living beings and to view environmental issues from the perspective of the morethan-human world. Since studying these works, I
have become a facilitator for WTR and acquired
professional training in horticultural therapy in
2014. And yet, as someone who grew up with animal phobia and has had symptoms of what Richard Louv calls “nature deficit disorder” [15], how
could I embody this ecological identity in a felt
sense and in my lived experience, let alone participate in and create with the Earth as God’s body?
Nine years after I first learned about ecofeminist
theology, I became a permaculture teacher and
nature-based therapist at an ecovillage on Vancouver Island. I immersed myself in the cycle of
the seasons by tending seven acres of annual vegetable gardens and food forests, living with domestic and wild animals for almost 5 years. Pioneered
by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren in the 70s,
“permaculture” is a set of ethical and design principles for whole system thinking and regenerative
design, based on observing and mimicking the
patterns found in nature. This was by far the most
effective empirical practice to imbue my ecological identity with integrity, but nonetheless the ontological concept of human partnering with Gaia
in co-creation remained, to some degree, disembodied and distanced.
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In the face of the global pandemic, climate disruption and looming ecological collapse, the
question of decolonizing and healing the Earth
as ourselves has become increasingly significant
to our species and future generations. The question arose, might expressive arts-based inquiry
illuminate a path to re-member our ecological
membership in the interdependent web of life, so
we as a species can participate differently in our
embodiment on this shared Living Earth?

In Studio
I. De-centering process — water: Lake
Ontario
The world went somewhat mad within a few
days. Classes were cancelled. Canadian dollars
fell in value. Universities closed their campuses.
Students were packing to go home. People were
fighting over toilet paper and hand sanitizer. Everybody was ordered to stay at home. I did not
know what to think about this pandemic. But I
knew that water is my resource; I decided to turn
to Lake Ontario.
I met an Anishinaabe woman in Peterborough at
the Canadian Indigenous & Native Studies Conference in February, who told me that water is my
helper and I should offer tobacco. Since nature
pressed the pause button on our civilization, I
began visiting the lake every other day, and recording the sound and shades of the water. Every
time I offered tobacco, I felt a sense of “Listen, the
water is speaking. Listen to what is.”
Sometimes I brought a book to read by the water. One day I came upon Craig Chalquist’s essay
on terrapsychology and Lauren Schneider’s ecodreamwork. Chalquist explains that by exploring
a place’s myth, history, recurring motifs in the
infrastructure, and by tracking our moods and
dreams while there, we can hear the geographical
“discourse” of the living landscapes we inhabit [4].
Schneider argues that attending to dreams collectively may help a society find a way through critical issues [4]. I began to wonder about dreams,
ecological identity, and the pandemic.
I took this wondering to an expressive arts session. My supervisor Dr. Stephen Levine asked me
to go to the kitchen sink. “Follow your impulse
and see what comes.” I played with a bowl of
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water, the tap and a stainless steel pot, sliding water back and forth, drumming with water in the
pot to create soundscapes. When the sound play
came to a pause, I put some water on my face and
stayed in stillness. A moment came wherein I felt
strong impulses to shake first my hands then my
whole body, as if I were a water droplet, an amoeba, or currents hidden in the water. The shaking
turned into a slow dance, where my hands found
their way to my womb, as if the source of water,
the ocean in me, is where I am from and who I
am. I placed my hands on my womb in silence. As
my body gently swung, I heard my womb saying,
“You are water, water is you. You are air, air is you.
Don’t be afraid, all of creation is going through a
birthing now.” The following poem emerged from
this water dance:
The invitation
We are from the ocean
of our mothers’ womb;
to the earthy womb
of soil we shall return.
Nothing to be afraid of,
this is a birthing yet again.
Let us all take a deep breath
and return to the sacred.
The phenomenological relation between dreams,
the pandemic and ecological identity began to be
illuminated. The spaciousness and intimacy created by the simplicity of playing with the water
in shaping soundscapes took me to a place of
dreaminess, where I could “hear” differently. The
creative process in the imaginal held that space,
where there seem to be unrealities revealing and
connecting themselves to the seemingly more
real realities.

II. “The Third” — the ocean of mother’s
womb
To deepen the exploration, I further shaped “the
Third” — that is, according to EABR, the powerful images that arise in the creative process — by
taking “the ocean of the mother’s womb” image
into embodied sound and poetic inquiry.
In one such session, a sea creature, butterflies
and a new born baby emerged from a 2-hour
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intermodal movement-soundscapes exploration.
The movement brought me to the myth of “Lu
Ting”, a half-fish half-human creature recorded in
the legend of the Hong Kong indigenous Tanka
people. I heard about “Lu Ting” during a family
trip last year. According to oral history, this mermaid-like creature is the ancestor of the people of
Hong Kong. With all the images arising from that
process, I wrote this story:
Lu Ting wakes up from a dream. In the dream
she was waiting to dance with the whales.
But she has forgotten that she is a horse. Can a
horse dance in deep water? No.
She runs with the horses. A new herd isn’t her
own. Lu Ting is a lone horse in this herd.
She doesn’t go as fast as the rest of them,
because she loves watching butterflies. It’s
the butterflies season now. Many leave their
cocoons finally. Today when she stops to listen
to the woodpecker and the decaying leaves, she
hears a vague voice moving through the thin
air in the dark soil.
She isn’t sure what it is. It sounds like a prayer
but like electrical frequency;
something not of this planet, at least not of this
era. It sounds like a muddy murmur,
as if someone was struggling to send a recuse
message:
“Help... help us... we don’t want to be here. But
they trap us here.
We aren’t from here. We want to go home...”
Lu Ting instinctively knows that this old voice
is from the ancient viruses. As old as the voice
of the roots, ancient in time. Lu Ting doesn’t
know what to do, so she asks,
“Hey, I hear you. Can I do something to help?”
The voice responds, “Please, wake them up
from the dream.
When they wake up from this dream, we’ll
be free.” Lu Ting replies, “But how? How can
I wake them up?” The voice says, “Sing. Sing
your songs with the ocean.
Sing the ocean songs. The water will teach you.”
In another session, I improvised a dance response
to the 34 minute “Songs of the Humpback Whale”
album, and recorded a video. In the dance, a little
floating transparent creature emerges from the
movement sequence, like a delicate and flimsy
new born of some sort, dancing with my hands.
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It seems expandable, light and intricate. After the
movement, I wrote a dialogue with this emerging
image:
Me: What’s your name?
Little creature: Fluffy Crystal. I am a flying
creature that lives in the water too.
Me: Can you tell me more about you, Fluffy
Crystal?
Fluffy: I am the air when I’m in the air, I am
the water when I’m in the water.
I just move, expand or contract depending on
more air or less air in me.
I’m transparent and I move between solids.
Me: Are you bacteria? Or a virus?
Fluffy: Yes, viruses are my relatives. Some
of them aren’t like us floaty fairies. They are
trapped. You have the word “genetic modified”, right? Some of our relatives are like that,
having been mixed with something else in your
world. They’re crying for help, because they
don’t want to be trapped in human bodies.
That’s not where they want to be.
Me: Fluffy Crystal, why do you come to me?
Fluffy: Because you listen. Because I am your
relative?
Me: What? I’m a horse, how can you be my
relative?
Fluffy: You are in this body, made out of us
fluffy crystals. Learn the whale songs. Their
songs communicate with all the microorganism
in everybody. They will help you to remember
your song.”
These images and stories guided me to another
spontaneous embodied inquiry, in response to
the sound of a gong, with this poem arising as an
ending:
Grandmother’s prayer
Become river
you’re the water
never ever really stop
folding
just illusion
unfolding
just illusion
you’re the water
step in
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Later, I discovered that Lake Ontario is a proglacial lake. For thousands of years, most of Ontario
was covered in ice. Ancient whale bones have
been found in the Ottawa Valley [10]. At the end
of the last ice age, the glaciers retreated, creating
the Great Lakes in their wake. At this stage, Lake
Ontario was known as “glacial Lake Iroquois”.
Around 12,000 years ago, the waters receded significantly and fell back to sea level. Water from
the upper Great Lakes bypassed Lake Ontario,
heading directly to the St Lawrence river via the
Ottawa Valley. 5,000 years ago, water flew through
the lower Great Lakes, and Lake Ontario almost
reached its current level, indicating that the earliest evidence of people in the area is now mostly
underwater [7].

III. Loom/Blanket — my aesthetic
responsibility to the pandemic
In expressive arts theory, “Poiesis” entails poetry
and art-making, but refers to a fundamentally human way of being-in-the-world. Poiesis is a sensitive, sensible and sense-making process of what
has been given to us by making something new;
our “aesthetic response-ability” in the world [11].
As I continue to weave these images and stories
that emerged from the creative process, I ask myself: What do I do with this information? Does
it inform me of my response to the pandemic?
What is my poietic act and aesthetic responseability to the pandemic?
“Listen, listen, don’t ask what you can bring,
ask the water:
What is needed? What is asking to emerge?”
To my surprise, the weaving has resulted in a decision to offer multiple groups online. In spite of
my resistance to and lack of confidence in online
facilitation, I seemed to hear the call and went
with it. The interrelated birthing of these online
groups has come to be another “Third”, in which
I have found myself witnessing groups unfolding,
as I continuously shape and work with what was
asking to come to life.
Together with my colleague Sara Anderson, we
decided to offer “expressive arts practices for holding turbulence,” a four-week online group beginning in early April. Neither of us had created online workshops before. We resolved the inevitable
technology hiccups with clumsy grace. The group
gathered for 1.5 hours each week; in between
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sessions, participants would engage with “Homeplay” to deepen their relationships with a “nature
being” who chose and called to them. Here is an
extract from the online group promotion: “In this
four-week group we’ll hold space together by tapping into our innate creative, imaginal abilities.
We will carry each other, while exploring being
held by nature through this time of turbulence.
We will draw from our capacity to recognize and
witness beauty amid chaos...Deep connection is
our resource. May we return to what is sacred.”
This initial impulse led us to hosting three online groups. The first group started on April 3rd,
and the third group ended on May 29th. We were
deeply surprised and moved by the spaciousness
and sense of connection co-created by the participants and the natural elements participants
brought to the work. The work went far beyond
“therapy” in a limited sense, but was restorative
to our creative beingness as human.
In addition, I have also created grief ritual online circles specifically for people in Hong Kong
since early May. In one 2-hour ritual, I asked participants to prepare a bowl of water, a candle and
some salt. As we lit the candle to begin, I asked
them to connect with the fire in them to the
fire burning in the forests, and to connect their
tears to the rain. As each person held “the bowl
of tears”, we took turn sharing our grief by saying: “My tears are for......” We paused to remind
ourselves that we were witnessing the true condition of the human heart in the midst of political,
economic and ecological crises, that our tears are
Mother Earth’s tears.
As I am writing this paper now, these groups and
circles are evolving. Invitations to facilitate other
group experiences with this poietic approach are
knocking at the door...

Harvesting
Are there cures for “Colonialvirus”?
Expressive arts practices as treatment
Exiting the art-based de-centering “studio”, we
will now return to the questions set forward in
this paper: how do play and imagination inform
us about decolonizing/healing the Earth as ourselves? Can Expressive Arts-based inquiry help
us to re-member our ecological identity and to
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participate in the ongoing creative process of the
Living Earth in embodied and lived experiences?
With centuries of Eurocentric colonization exploiting the rest of the world for economic gain,
indigenous peoples across continents have to a
great extent lost their lives, languages, sacred land
and cultural practices. Non-indigenous peoples
in industrial and globalized societies have been
equally separated from their pre-modern ancestral cultures, traditional worldviews and their
own imaginations. The colonial mindset of separation, domination and individualism has taken
away our capacity to interrelate and our sense of
belonging to the more-than-human world.
While decolonization should mean repatriation
of indigenous land and ways of being to indigenous peoples [22], I propose that there should
also be work done among non-indigenous peoples to reverse and heal the colonial way of being,
and that expressive arts therapy practices could
be treatments for this “Colonialvirus”.

Ecological identifying: relational
nourishment as diet
Sociological and psychological literature have
long suggested that identity is fluid and negotiable, depending on interpersonal social interaction [20, 23]. I suggest that the same applies to
ecological identifying and re-membering.
Re-membering our human ecological identity is
a process of rekindling our relationship with the
living Earth. As in marriage, a marriage certificate
identifying a married couple’s legal status does
not promise an intimate and vital relationship.
Claiming our ecological identity intellectually
also does not guarantee a deep sense of belonging
to and genuine connection with the more-thanhuman world. To grow an ecological identity, we
need to engage in transpersonal ecological interaction, listening to and interacting with the morethan-human beings with our deeply felt sense.
In Expressive Arts-based inquiry, the de-centering process creates a waking-dream state through
play and imagination. During the process described in this paper, I was able to encounter and
“listen” more deeply to the nature beings that
“showed up” in the art-making experiences. The
deep listening has intuitively guided me to uncover prehistoric stories of the living landscape where
I reside. When the Anishinaabe woman told me
that “water is my helper”, it was a statement of

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2020. Volume 1 (2). ISSN 2713–184x

53

Gracelynn Chung-Yan Lau

intellect rather than of experience, but the artsbased exploration has deepened my relational
experience with Lake Ontario on a transpersonal
level. In this expressive arts-induced wakingdream state, our human “autism towards the
world” finds healing, and our capacity to interrelate and to have a “great conversation with the
more-than-human world” can be restored.

Living eco-poietically: metabolizing
imagination as medicine
Because of its art-oriented nature, the de-centering process is also about creating and shaping. In
the “studio”, I worked with emerging images (such
as “water creature”, “womb”, “new born”, “wake
them up”, “learn your song”) through movement
and poetry. This “alternative world experience”
had also continuously informed my creating and
shaping in the “habitual world experience” before
and after the de-centering processes, resulting in
a variety of online groups as my unforeseen and
spontaneous aesthetic response to the pandemic.
The intersecting structural relationship between
the habitual world and the alternative world
blurred the distinction between realities and unrealities. In the phenomenological experience of
shaping and creating, whether in poetry, movement or creating online groups, I have been able to
play with imagination from a deep sense of listening and a wider sense of wellness for all beings, as
if the everyday world is also the “studio” in which I
can expand the act of poiesis into everyday experience. The stay-at-home order and social distancing
have become situational restrictions that limit the
range of play in my shaping, and invited me to create imaginative resilience and beauty.
This poietic approach to the pandemic sheds light
on human participation in partnership with the
Living Earth. As mentioned, Poiesis in expressive arts therapy is the human innate creative response to shape what has been given to us and
that equally shapes us. Widening the concept of
“poiesis” to that of “eco-poiesis”, expressive arts
theorists have proposed that the human poietic
act is “embedded within the ongoing creative process of the living Earth” [1]. The concept of “aesthetic response-ability” is then expanded by questioning: what does the Earth need? What does a
poietic approach to ecology look like? [19]
The act of eco-poietic shaping, in and in between
the habitual and alternative world experiences,

54

could metabolize in the embodiment of our participation in the world. Can we hear the sound of
the E(art)h crying and rejoicing inside us? Can we
not know about the Earth but know the E(art)h?
Can we carry ourselves in the everyday world as
artists shaping and nurturing the relationship
between the E(art)h materials and our creation?
Can we grow ourselves out of separated self, into
a maturing aesthetic human shaping, one being
shaped within the living shaping E(art)h? By living “eco-poietically”, we mature our ecological
selves in transpersonal evolving relationships
with the more-than-human world that continuously defines who we are as a species. We listen
deeply to the creative process of life, and shape
and play respectfully with what is given to us.

Pandemic narrative: are we corona-ing?
One of the concerns within this inquiry is the
pandemic narrative, which frames the virus-human relationship as the enemy in us-versus-them
terms, aligned with the colonial mindset of separation. After the de-centering process described
in this paper, I realized that the pandemic itself is
indeed a collective de-centering experience, and
we were all put in a global liminal space to encounter our limitations as a species.
The coronavirus causes us to leave the habitual
world experience to enter an alternative world
experience — one of seemingly unimaginable realities. In my de-centering process, the images of
the water of mother’s womb and a newborn have
shown up repeatedly. Serendipitously, in a community resilience training webinar with Daniel
Greenberg, I learned that Corona means crown;
and that “Crowning” is part of a birthing process
referring to when the baby’s head becomes visible in the birth canal after the mother’s cervix is
fully dilated. “Crowning” is often known as “the
ring of fire”, because the mother experiences intense burning sensations as the baby stretches the
cervical opening. It is the stage when the midwife
would ask the mother to stop pushing, to allow
the baby’s head to work at its own pace. The midwife would then guide the baby’s head through
the birth canal, followed by one shoulder and
then the other.
This image casts light on a different narrative: as
a species, are we the mother “Corona-ing” to give
birth to a new world? Are we the midwife witnessing the burning pain of climate disruption,
worldwide sociopolitical and ecological collapse,
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while guiding the emerging life sustaining societies? Are we baby Gaia coming into human-ing?
Or, are we the mother, the midwife and the baby,
midwiving ourselves to our own birthing?
Coronavirus is a rough initiation and a painful birth indeed. We have lost many lives to this
pandemic and we are still facing unprecedented
challenges and injustice globally. Whether this
“wounded” opening will be a breakthrough or
breakdown is up to our imaginative shaping, together with Gaia.

Finale
In keeping with the tenets of EABR, the final
form of presenting the research results is still a
creative act [5]. This paper has documented the
research process and findings in a written academic format, in some ways creatively challenging and playing with the traditional academic
writing standard. But the creative act does not feel
complete. In the spirit of living eco-poietically, I
wonder if the eco-poietic act is birthing another
group, perhaps prescribing the expressive arts to
treat “Colonialvirus”?
One of the aforementioned opportunities to facilitate a group experience is to serve young adult
activists in Hong Kong who are dealing with sociopolitical trauma. The creative challenges of
this work lie in their tremendous distrust and
suspiciousness of others and of online security.
In an expressive arts session, my supervisor and
I explored the possibility of facilitating expressive arts from a distance and in darkness. In an
improvised movement-based mixed imaginative

role-play, the images of mycelium network in the
dark and a multicoloured boulder emerges, absorbing my laptop as part of them. The mycelium
then turns into a web of landline telephone coil
cords. The ancestors holding the handsets are dialing. Nobody has picked up the calls. Everybody
is busy with other things. My supervisor asked,
“Can you answer the phone?” I did, and this is
what I heard:
“Thank you for answering the call.
We have been calling 24/7 trying to talk to
some of you.
Listen, help them to remember who they are.
There is more to who they are than who they
think they are, more than their passport
identity.
Who they are is in their blood memories.
Help them to remember the minerals in their
own earth.
Their tears and blood are the ocean in them.
Their anger and passion is their fire
also burning in the Amazons, burning underneath volcanoes...
The ancestors had been there, we understand.
Tell them that they are suffering together with
the Earth.
Tell them it is the season of Winter now, the
time when things go deep into darkness and
die,
so they can be borne into something new in the
Spring.”
And once we cross the threshold, there is no going back.
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Aesthetic and artistic dimensions
of the eco-humanities

WHY I WALK IN THE WOODS
Sally Atkins
Doctor of Education, Professor, European Graduate School (Switzerland);
Professor Emerita and Founding Director of Expressive Arts Graduate
Program, Appalachian State University (North Carolina, USA)

Abstract. In a short essay, the renowned poetess and scientist Sally Atkins shares her perception of the Earth and a particular place on Earth as forming a poeticized image that plays a key role and sets a certain reference point in her relation
to reality. She considers some systemic concepts that support the attitude to the Earth as a living entity, in particular,
the Gaia theory, as well as the idea of J. Hillman about aesthetic sensitivity. Particular importance is attached to artistic
and aesthetic ways of interacting with nature.
Keywords: anima mundi, Mother-Earth, the Gaia theory, image, metaphor

How do we think about the earth? What is the
source of inspiration for our images of this planet? How do these images inform our daily lives?
Are there images, old or new, that can expand
our current scientific, sociocultural and historical perspectives and enlarge our understanding
of how we are to live in relationship to the earth?
What is our responsibility with regard to the
earth in this time? Questions such as these live in
my mind and in my heart.
The morning air is cold on my face and the sun is
just cresting the ridge, just beginning to cast long
shadows of trees, as I walk into the woods. My
companion is a large, old and very gentle golden retriever. He is teaching about paying attention. When he stops and looks up the side of the
mountain, I stop too and silently follow his gaze.
I can see them clearly through the bare trees,
three deer, two does and a buck. They stand still
too, watching us. After awhile they lower their
heads and continue eating. We do not move. They
look again, then apparently deciding we pose no
threat, they cavort playfully. We watch them for
a long time. Finally, the deer disappear over the
mountain, their tails waving like little white flags.
For the Cherokee, the native peoples of our land,
the deer, like all animals, like everything, is a great
teacher. Deer are associated with the north, the
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time of winter, and with gentleness, quiet and wisdom. On this day, just five days before the winter
solstice, the teaching is strong for me. I carry the
memory of this meeting with me for many days.
The poet, Mary Oliver, in her poem, “The Place
I Want to Get Back To,” speaks of her own encounter with deer. She closes her poem with the
following words:
I have gone every day to the same woods,
not waiting exactly, just lingering.
		
Such gifts bestowed,
			
cannot be repeated.
If you want to talk about this
come to visit. I live in the house
near the corner, which I have named
		
Gratitude. [8, P. 36]
I, too, go every day to the same woods. I, too,
am filled with gratitude for this privilege, knowing also that one day this patch of woods near my
house likely will be filled with houses and condominiums. I walk with my dog a trail through the
forest along a ridge above the oldest river on the
North American continent, a river older than the
mountains themselves. Often, we walk down the
mountain to follow the winding trail beside the

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2020. Volume 1 (2). ISSN 2713–184x

© Ecopoiesis, 2020

Why I Walk in the Woods
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river. We walk among remnants of the earth’s oldest forests, scarlet oak, white oak, chestnut oak,
shagbark hickory, American beech, sycamore, sassafras, eastern hemlock, white pine and jack pine.
When I think about images of the earth, how
these images inform our relationship with the
earth and how they shape our daily lives, I come
to believe that my experience of this landscape is
the standpoint from which I perceive the world.
I have travelled many places on the earth, to Africa, to China, to Central and South America, to
other mountains, the Rockies, the Alps and the
Andes. But it is these old and gentle mountains of
the Blue Ridge that hold my roots. This landscape
is how I know the earth.
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

Metaphors of Mother Earth
What shapes our collective thoughts and images
of Earth? The Greeks were not the only ones to
call the earth a divine mother. Throughout history, cultures all over the world have honored the
earth as the source and sustainer of both human
and non-human life. Before the Spanish conquerors, before the Greek gods and goddesses,
the ancient peoples of Bolivia, the Quechua and
Aymara, also saw the earth as female, her body
ever present and ever changing, with the creative
power to sustain life. They named her Pachamama, Mother Earth or Earth/time Mother.
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Today images of Pachamama, the Earth Mother, are everywhere — in the old colonial city of
Tarata, in the modern city of Lima, in the village of Cuzco and in the witches’ market in La
Paz. Inside the cathedral on the Plaza Central
in Cochabamba, our indigenous Bolivian guide
explains that when the Spanish came, they built
these great cathedrals, one in every village on the
town square opposite the government buildings.
Then he gestures reverently to the statue of the
Madonna on the left side of the cathedral, “Do
you see how she is standing on stone? And look
there at that one on the right side. Do you see
that she is carved of wood and that there are
plants at her feet? This is how we know that the
Virgin Mary of the Catholics actually is Pachamama, our Mother Earth.”

taken by the astronauts of Apollo 8 and speaks of
how he saw it as a symbol for new ways of seeing
and experiencing the world. He writes about how
the image reached deeply into his own soul, how
it seemed that nations, usually so noisy, were suddenly silent and serene.
The image of the earth from outer space, although trivialized later as an icon for advertising or the inspiration for simplistic notions of
“saving the planet,” still evokes awe today. And if
considered more deeply, this image conjures the
idea of the earth as a super organism, not merely
a life support system for humans, but an interacting, self-regulating geosphere, hydrosphere, biosphere and magnetosphere. Yet, as awe-inspiring
as this image is, our perspective remains separate
and distant from, not a part of, this great blues
sphere.

The Gaia Theory
I have read that it was the novelist William Golding, a neighbor of James Lovelock’s, who urged
the British scientist to call his description of the
earth as a self-regulating system the Gaia Hypothesis. Lovelock first presented his ideas, basically
a biochemical explanation of the homeostasis of
the earth, at a 1969 lecture at Princeton University. Gaia, the name of the ancient Greek earth
goddess, he thought, would be perhaps more intriguing and evocative than “the biocybernetic
universal system tendency, a more conventional
scientific name, to describe the self-regulating
system of the earth in which the land, the biota,
the oceans and the atmosphere act together to
maintain a dynamic equilibrium that supports
life on earth [5]. This dramatic image has had immediate and long-term popular appeal to deep
ecologists and environmentalists.

Images of Earth from Outer
Space
The emergence of the Gaia Hypothesis as a fullfledged theory by 1981 was accompanied by the
stunning visual images of earth from outer space
taken by astronauts. Uniformly, their response
to what they saw was awe. Rollo May [6] in My
Quest for Beauty documents his own response to
those images. In the final pages of the book, May
turns to the photograph of the earth from space
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The Metaphor of Systems
Theory
Lovelock’s ideas of the earth as a system was
closely related to the ideas of the biologist Ludwig
Von Bertalanffy, generally considered the father
of general systems theory and to those of Gregory Bateson [1], who spoke of “the pattern that
connects,” systems theory as a new epistemological science of mind to overcome the reductionist, materialist and dualistic thinking of classical
science.

The Anima Mundi and the
Metaphor of Dialogue
Rollo May’s experience of being deeply touched
in his soul by the image of Earth from space
seems exactly what James Hillman (1998) calls
for as an aesthetic response to the world in his
essay, “The Soul of the World.” Here is the idea of
the anima mundi, the world ensouled, a new/old
sense of psychic reality. This is closer, says Hillman, to an animal sense of the world, giving attention to the particular qualities of things. It is a
move from cognitive understanding to aesthetic
sensitivity, a call to participate in an enduring
intimate conversation with the world. Thus, the
metaphor of dialogue is proposed as a way of relating to the earth.
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Why I Walk in the Woods

The Gifts and Limitations of
Language
While the earth images from science are stunningly powerful, for me it is often from the poets
that the most evocative images come. Annie Dillard [2] echoes Hillman’s ideas of aesthetic sensitivity. She says that we don’t learn from a wild
animal how to live in particular. “ …shall I such
warm blood, hold my tail high…,” but we might
learn something about being in the purity of the
physical senses and the dignity of living without
bias or motive.

for living a life: “Pay attention, Be astonished. Tell
about it.” [7, p. 37].
I return again to my own place. I try to pay attention, to be surprised and touched by what I experience and to respond. Here is one response:
This morning again
I respond to the terrible
beauty of the natural world
		
with awe and humility…
Owl poem or flood
And more…
“Especially in Spring”

The Limitations of Metaphor
The gift and limitation of metaphor is that it does
not explain, but points toward something more.
Here the suggestions of earth as a living system,
of earth as mother goddess or earth as dialogue
offer intriguing perspectives on the questions of
the earth and our relationship to her.
When I look for some guidance on the question of
how we are to live in relationship with the earth, I
return to the words of Mary Oliver’s instructions

Listen:
The world resists
Our best designs.
What is alive
Blooms in white stars
On a green carpet.
What is alive
Dissolves the flatness
Of our language.

Photo: View of the Appalachian Mountains
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What is alive
Wants to
Crawl out
Of the little boxes
We have made
With words.
(Sally Atkins)
“Entering”
Forest still, ground soft and damp
After rain, first light casting
Long shadows over
The slow river rippling
Softly, hemlocks shimmering
Above thickets of laurel,
Remnants of Earth’s oldest forests:
White oak, black walnut, yellow buckeye
Sycamore. Sassafras, scarlet oak
Black gum, red maple, American beech
Dogwood, black locust, table mountain pine
Redbud, red cedar, wild persimmon
Sourwood, sweet gum, shagbark hickory
White pine, tupelo, tulip poplar
Wild cherry, mulberry, chestnut oak.

Becoming the oak, food of deer,
Food of cougar, raven, the sentinel
Waiting to pick clean the bones;
Tracks of deer, scent of bear
Awakening the shape
Shifting truth of the senses,
Feeling pulse and pace
Quicken, remembering
Something still wild in me,
Seeing how life feeds on life,
Like insects, ingested, rewoven
Into the web of the spider,
Remembering it is all right
To break open, scattering
Seeds of myself to the wind.
Knowing I belong
To stories of stones, the pattern
Of bones, the dialogue of trees,
Seeing and seen in the ways
Of old magic, embodied, ensouled
In the round dance of seasons.
(Sally Atkins)
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Abstract. This multi-arts project arose from the encounter between the painting of Judith and the poetry of Odette. Inspired by the intermodal aspect of the expressive arts, which promotes the practice of diverse artistic languages, Judith
invited Odette to get to know her paintings and explore the possibility of creating poems in response to them. The
verses arrived and this is how Vital Exodus came about, a meeting of visual and poetic images.

Introduction
Urban life today, particularly in Latin American
cities like Lima (Peru), is a little bit like living
lost among the dead. De-natured, polluted and
soulless landscapes dominate. Violent scenes, accelerated rhythm, chaos, vertigo, vortex, strident
sounds, overcrowding, psychedelia and fulminating epidemic (like the one we are currently
experiencing all over the planet) govern many
capitals. In this pandemic scenario (or “desert
*

of modernity,” as Hillman calls it, [2, p. 41]) we
live: human beings, animals, plants, insects and
thousands of unclassifiable beings and objects.
There, exposed to infinite difficulties, we try to
adapt and find sense in life. Sometimes we make
it, but sometimes we don’t. So, we get tired, we get
sick, we feel stunned, trapped; survivors of terrified cities. We regret, we question what are we doing here, we want another life, we claim another
place, we beg for a change and, finally, we scream
at the top of our lungs: “Enough!” It is time to

First published as Alalú, J y Velez, O. ( 2018). Éxodo Vital. Lima: Editorial Tae Perú.

** TAE Peru offers an expressive arts study program in Peru and in some other Latin American countries. Since 2004, this
study program, therapeutic treatment, various courses and workshops have been spreading the theory and practice of the
expressive arts in therapeutic, educational, organizational and social change contexts. TAE Perú is affiliated to the European Graduate School (EGS). www.taeperu.org
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move, to leave and to find a way out. Fed up, we
set off for somewhere else; we flee into the cosmic
void. It is time to appeal to our resources, ancestral memory, creative capacity, ecopoiesis, hope
and the possibility of resisting. Something begins
to crumble, deform, and die as it meets new life.
We return to water, to the sea, to connection with
the body, nature and origin. Silence begins to
arise. We are alive. We are still swimming.
This is an outline of the pictorial and poetic story
that this article discusses. Images that scream as
the only possibility to respond aesthetically. They
shout to rebel because “Beauty must be raged, or
outraged into life.” [2, p.42] Beings affected by the
contaminated life in the city. Beings who are confused and forced to leave their natural habitats,
turned into unlivable places. Beings who initiate
an exodus, a migration, looking for other spaces where vitality can resurface. The search for a
new planetary, sensory consciousness arrives that
nourishes the soul of the world, so technologically hyperconnected and so disconnected from
life. Each one of my pores has become an ear and
I am deaf / skinless skeleton is my being. These
animals are all living beings on the planet that already collapsed long ago due to the irresponsibility of human actions.
This two-handed work (painting and poetry) is
an expression of resistance. We make art as a way
of being and being-in-the-world, because, as the
expressive arts perspective reminds us, the arts allow people to connect with their creative capacity,
to reactivate their capacity for poiesis (‘making
art’, ‘creating’ in Greek), and to respond creatively
to difficulties and challenges [3]. The arts, in the
ancient shamanic tradition, are a way of recovering the soul: “When illness is associated with
loss of the soul, the arts spontaneously emerge as
remedies, medicine of the soul” [4, p. 1]; they are
a way of soul-making, that is, a way of recovering
passion, vitality and a sense of existence [2]. Vital
Exodus is a book in which, over and over again,
the images achieve dialogue through the force of
their lively strokes, full of color and play, and also
through the voices of their characters full of pain
and despair. The possibility of deforming impotence inhabits the lines, gestures and poetic words
of the paintings. The ability to transform experience, to exaggerate its shapes and take them into
fantastic realms is present in the works, strengthening the potential that we human beings have to
shape the situations we face. A tree has been falling...thefishflythebirdsswim.
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Fortunately, from an ecopoietic perspective, not
even the desert lacks heart because it is inhabited
by the lion, and if we want to return to the sensitive heart, we must look for it there, provoke it
and make it cry out: “The more our desert the
more we must rage, which rage is love.” [2, p.
42] Thus, these images roar, howl, bark, shriek,
squawk — they call us and ask us to appreciate
their presence and will, to recognize their inherent value, to see and hear the world from their
own point of view. Listening to them requires
abandoning our egocentric vision and developing an ecocentric vision, interested “in the wild,
undomesticated side of beauty” [6, p. 259]. The
expressive arts invite us to live a more primordial
and animistic perception. And it must be remembered that:
“Animism is not superstition or worship of nature. It is reverence for the created realm, for all
life, it is a feeling of belonging, and of being an
integral part of this vast and varied landscape. It
is the full recognition that all things have spirit or
soul, that all things are alive and aware.” [5, p.56]
Facing the anaesthetic mechanisms of the current
times demands roaring to activate our senses and
boost our sensory capacity, that is, to put into effect the political implications of our ability to respond aesthetically. That is the desire of this work:
to inspire a way of being and being-in-the-world
that is in connection with mystery, listening to
the voice of the non-human, recognizing the soul
of the world, far from our usual instrumental and
technological attitude, allowing:
“...the body [to] explore again the speech of things
and of the land. This brings with it the attitude of
wildness: an attentive wonder that draws us into
the mystery, the unpredictability, the many voices
of the more-than-human world around us that
have been silenced for too long.” [6, p.260]
It is about recovering the enchanted vision of
the world, the one we lost with the Western predominance of the modern scientific vision and its
mathematical understanding of nature, governed
by various separations (subject/object, mind/
body, self/world, nature/culture). It is time to
rescue the sacred vision of the world of the original peoples, the anima mundi, where nothing is
a different object and apart from us, where everything belongs to an interconnected network.
The challenge of re-enchanting the world in the
twenty first century lies in restoring the lost bond
with the cosmos, and recovering the mythical and
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poetic dimension of existence. It is not a question of condemning modern scientific thought
and idealizing the pre-industrial way of life and
the animistic worldview of ancestral peoples. We
have to rethink our relationship with nature and
regenerate a more attentive and sensitive connection with it, in which modern technology and instrumental reason can occupy a generous place,
far from hyper-individualism. It is the challenge
of recreating a perspective of interdependence,
reciprocity and cooperation where we treat others and nature in a different way from how we do
so today.
It is surprising how the arts are in the vanguard
and anticipate the facts. Artistic language is always in communion with the life of the world
through the sensuality of its visual, sonorous,
kinesthetic and olfactory images: “Art is not just

a universal language for humans — it is the cosmological language of form, the sensory realm
from which we construct our very thoughts” [5,
p.58].
The creative project Vital Exodus arose several
years before the planetary pandemic we are experiencing, and today more than ever its spread
makes sense and is aligned with ecopoiesis. Its
images not only scream but also speak of the need
to hibernate, which is precisely what we are now
doing out of necessity and obligation. Perhaps hibernation is a way to initiate the vital exodus of
ecopoiesis. Stop, take distance, contemplate and
pause to learn to breathe differently. We hibernate
and the world seems to rest from us. Hopefully
hibernation will allow us to sharpen our senses
and dance again to the rhythm of the universe to
which we belong.

In the Andean world each flower, each star, each stone, spider, bee,
each drop of dew, each human being ... is a Universe — a Pacha —,
a perfect totality, which in turn is complemented by another Pacha
even bigger and more perfect, and this process never ends.
In the way that the rhythm and flow of fluids in a cell
embrace the same rhythm and flow of the liquids of the galaxy...
generating infinite movements of love and harmony
thus...if I touch a flower, I am touching a star. [7]
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here I am
lost
among the dead

aquí
estoy
perdida
entre los muertos

they push me
excuse me, look out, coming through
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me empujan
disculpe, permiso, necesito pasar

I am still
my bones
my hands
in this city psychedelic and amorphous

todavía soy
mis huesos
mis manos
en esta ciudad psicodélica y amorfa
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thefishflythebirdsswim
in a fulminating epidemic

vuelanlospecesnadanlasaves
en una epidemia fulminante

I walk among tangled wires
I dance upon cement
here I play
I draw
I live
between vertigo and vortex

camino entre alambres enredados
bailo sobre cemento
aquí juego
dibujo
vivo
entre vértigo y vorágine
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each one of my pores has become an ear and I am deaf
skinless skeleton is my being

cada uno de mis poros se ha vuelto oído y estoy sorda
esqueleto sin piel está mi ser

it would be better to go back
try it under the sea
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mejor sería volver
intentarlo bajo el mar

myhandsscreamenoughalready
may be I will have to leave them behind in this apocalypse
below the fish keep swimming
navigating on the asphalt is more difficult
the buildings are not easy to open
may be, it would be better to try it below

mismanosgritanyabasta
tal vez tendré que dejarlas en este apocalipsis
debajo los peces siguen nadando
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navegar en el asfalto es más difícil
los edificios no son fáciles de abrir
acaso sería mejor probar debajo

it this urban settlement
we have grown spikes
new heads
my hairs prick me
hands stretch up from the subsoil
in a terrifying intention to continue
stunned trapped survivors of this terrified city

en este asentamiento citadino
nos han crecido púas
nuevas cabezas
mis pelos hincan
se estiran manos del subsuelo
en una voluntad aterradora por seguir
aturdidos atra pados sobrevivientes en esta ciudad despavorida
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will we return?
fed up they set off for somewhere else
I will flee into the cosmic void
a fugitive I am destined to escape in a thousand pieces
¿volveremos?
hartos parten a otros lares
yo huiré al vacío cósmico
prófuga he de escapar en mil pedazos
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sharksducksstars
where has the sea gone to now so I can’t find it?
others search for their hills
It rains sky blue days that are nights
the whitewash reproduces swiftly
theresnoroom cellular chaos-mutation
a tree has been falling

tiburonespatosestrellas
¿dónde está el mar que no lo encuentro?
otros buscan sus cerros
llueve celeste
días que son noches
la cal se reproduce raudamente
nohayespacio caos-mutación celular
viene cayendo un árbol

will we remember how to swim in this poisoned noise?
¿recordaremos cómo nadar en este ruido intoxicado?
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may be, it’s time to hibernate
I blur
blend
dilute
drip myself
in a thousand colors

quizá sea momento de hibernar
me desdibujo
difumino
diluyo
chorreo
en mil colores
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I still am
todavía soy

crammed full I frolic
I look inside
There is my house
I can stay
and feed my hatchlings
fight, woman, fight
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atiborrada retozo
miro dentro
allí está mi casa
puedo quedarme
y dar de comer a mis polluelos
pelea, mujer, pelea

swim or die in stridency
the silence begins to arise
we’re alive
we’re still swimming

nadar o morir en la estridencia
el silencio empieza a surgir
estamos vivos
seguimos nadando
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INTERVIEW WITH
DIANA SUDYKA
Abstract. Diana Sudyka, a Chicago based illustrator, working as a volunteer in the Bird Lab at the Chicago Field Museum, gave an interview to the Ecopoiesis Journal in which she talks about her art and its relationship with nature, and
various folk-art traditions, as well as her respect and connection to all forms of life, and how it is important to teach
children to appreciate nature. She regards her connection to the natural world as critical for her mental well-being, and
acknowledges that it provides almost all of the inspiration for her personal and commercial work. She is seeking to create something that has both elements of the spiritual and pagan, but also with elements of the specificness of science.
Key words: art, folk-art tradition, nature

Brief note about the interviewee:
DIANA SUDYKA (pronounced SooDEE-kah) is a Chicago based illustrator. As a child she was the one always
looking under logs for snails and bugs,
and not much has changed since. Early
in her career she created screenprinted
posters for musicians, and from there
moved into the publishing world by illustrating middle grade and children’s
picture books. Working mainly in
gouache, watercolor, and ink, subject
matter and aesthetic choices for her
paintings are inspired by a passion for
nature and science, as well as a love for
various folk-art traditions. When not
working, Diana tries to get outside as
much as possible with her family and
still sometimes volunteers in the Bird
Lab at the Chicago Field Museum.

AD: Please introduce yourself and tell us a
bit about your art and inspiration.
DS: I have always been a very visual learner, and
have found comfort in drawing and painting
from a young age. I never, though, really planned
to do this full time as I do now. It’s been a pretty
organic progression over the years, with plenty of
odd jobs in between. I do have two (yikes) fine
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art degrees, and my focus at university was printmaking, specifically intaglio. I spent some of my
earlier years working as a printing assistant for a
Chicago artist, then gradually moved into making my own work. I spent some years creating
screen printed posters for Chicago’s very active
indie rock music scene, and that eventually led to
my first forays into illustrating books. I now work
full time as an illustrator, and almost exclusively
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Figure 1. “Bioluminescense” | Gouache on Clayboard

for children’s picture books. Growing up in the
80s, I spent a lot of time outside, and many of our
family friends lived on farms. As a result, I am
still very much an outdoors person, and getting
out and connecting to the natural world is critical
for my mental well-being. It provides almost all
of the inspiration for my personal and commercial work these days. I am also inspired by many
traditional folk-art traditions, such as from my
Slavic background and American.
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AD: What do you want people to feel looking at your art?
DS: I don’t know that I think about this too
much! But, when I do, my hope is that they will
feel my respect and connection to all forms of
life. And that connection then will maybe spark a
memory of their own connections to the natural
world, and encourage them to seek it out more.
I want to normalize a less human-centric way of
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Figure 2. “Bison” | Gouache on paper

understanding and valuing of the world, if that
makes sense.

AD: Please tell us how the imageries of your
paintings are born? What is the role of the
environment in this process?
DS: When I create an image, and I am really
just talking about my personal work and not so
much the work I do for children’s picture books,
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

I am seeking to create something that has both
elements of the spiritual and pagan, but also with
elements of the specificness of science. In recent
years, my images are very much born out of what
I see on my outings to our local forest preserves,
and where my focus is at that time, for instance:
birds, fungi, or these days I am really into native
wild plant species and oak trees.
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Figure 3. “Ghost Squirrel” | Gouache on paper

I live just north of Chicago in an area of the United States called the Great Lakes and Midwestern
region. There was a time in my life when I really
wanted to move away, but that window has passed
as my roots are deep here. I had to find a way to
love this area. That’s when I started the long learning process over many years of exploring and educating myself about our regional ecosystems, and
native flora and fauna. This led to years of volunteering at the Chicago Field Museum of Natural
History in their bird lab, and those experiences
helped me to find my voice in my art. Living in
this area for my entire life did not mean that I
knew anything about our native habitats, and the
species of plants and animals that exist within. I
knew so little! The more I learned, though, the
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more I wanted to celebrate and share what I was
connecting to in our Midwestern environments
with others, and the best way for me to do that is
through my images.

AD: You worked a lot with nature as a volunteer and as an artist. Could you describe
differences and similarities of both process?
What is the connection between ecology
and art?
D.S. For over 10 years I worked in the bird lab
at the Chicago Field Museum preparing birds as
research specimens using a simplified form of
taxidermy. There are many volunteers that do this
work. The birds are prepared in such a way that
their plumage and body shape are preserved, but
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Figure 4. “The Backpack” | Gouache on Clayboard

they are not posed as in taxidermy mounts. They
are laid out so that they will fit into collection
drawers. The ornithologist that trained me had
started this program of collecting birds that had
died by colliding with Chicago’s many downtown
buildings or confusion from artificial lighting. He
and a network of dedicated volunteers collect and
bring these birds to the museum to be preserved,
especially during the fall and spring migration
seasons. These specimens have provided a lot of
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

valuable data and insight into the impact human
made environments are having on wild bird populations, and it has inspired many cities around
the world to seek ways to reduce avian casualties
of this sort.
Meeting these extraordinary people that were so
generous in sharing their love and knowledge of
birds really affected me and my work. I was inspired every time I went in for my shift. I was
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Figure 5. Field drawer, bird lab at the Chicago Field Museum

inspired by what I learned, but also by working so
intimately with the beautiful birds. I have always
loved working with my hands. There are many
aspects of preserving a bird in this manner that
engages the same skills of hand and eye coordination and aesthetic decision making that are also
involved in making art. Also, the powers of observation that you develop as an artist, whether
visual or sound, are very much needed for developing a deep sense of ecology. Whether it is bird
watching, wild foraging for plants and fungi, or
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growing a garden; you will thrive more if you
have an understanding of the environment, how
any given plant or animal has adapted to it, and to
do that you must observe and note many details.

AD: You have a daughter and it looks like
you are very close to each other. How did
motherhood change your art perspective
and the understanding of nature (if it did)?
How can we teach children to appreciate
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Figure 6. “Golden-crowned kinglet” | Gouache on paper

nature? What can you highlight as the most
important aspects?
D.S. Yes, my daughter is 9 years old, and we are
close. Becoming a parent, especially a mother,
turned the intellectual exercise I had with myself
over the years of whether or not I should have a
child, into an animal experience. When I had my
child, all of that intellectualizing went out of the
window. In some ways it changed me profoundly,
and made me question some of things I had believed about my life, such as how much agency
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

and choice I really had. Experiencing the bond between myself and my child, and these other very
immediate primal needs to take care of her and
have her thrive connected me even more to other
life forms on Earth. I do want to say, though, that
for all of the change, making work is more important to me than ever. It’s more challenging in that
I have to find that eternal balance between work
and family, but I find the rewards to be stronger
than before becoming a parent. I am well aware,
how much of a privilege this all is.
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Figure 7. “The Long Arctic Night” | Gouache, Watercolor on paper

Like so many people, we have been influenced
by Richard Louv and his book “The Last Child
in the Woods”, which talked about what he calls
“nature deficit disorder” and how that is affecting
children in particular. My personal experience in
parenting and cultivating a connection to nature,
is that all children are born with an innate interest
in the natural world. It is there, right from the beginning. What happens, I think, is that there are
so many opportunities in our culture for children
to lose touch with this connection. Many times I
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have seen it actively discouraged. People can be
very phobic about the outdoors! A lasting connection to nature must be supported by providing
regular opportunities for children to be exposed
to it in a positive manner, whether at home or at
school. It’s simply no longer a part of the culture
at large, though. We are becoming an “indoor
species” in many ways. I have been shocked at
how little is taught in schools about biodiversity
and local flora and fauna at the elementary levels. It’s complicated by other things too, such as
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race, class, and economics. There have been some
really great programs on Chicago’s south side in
underserved neighborhoods that are working to
get black and Latino high school kids out into the
preserves to learn about their local biodiversity,
as well as helping to remove invasive species. It’s
so critical for the most underserved young
populations to be exposed to experiences that
show that nature can be tremendously healing,
and can cultivate a sense of ownership and pride
over their local ecosystems. For my part, I make
sure to get my daughter outside as much as possible. We are lucky to have a yard, as well as some
nearby forest preserves. We are hoping that when
this virus is no longer a threat over everyday life,
to volunteer more in our local preserves with our
daughter. We also try to do simple things like
raise a few monarch butterflies over the summer,
or tadpoles. I try not to push it too much, though,
as I am sure she gets tired of me talking about this
stuff all of the time!

AD: How would you describe the relationship between nature and art\creativity?
DS: When I was young, I was encouraged when
people would see my drawings. I was told I was
“talented” and had a “gift”, and of course I believed this for a while and wanted to do it more.
Many artists start this way, by drawing from
a young age. As an adult and as a parent, I can
see that, sure, some of us from a very young age
maybe more creatively inclined. But what does
that mean specifically? Does that mean you are
less of a linear thinker? Does that mean you can
draw things more accurately than a classmate? I
think we are all creative, and that creativity is by
no means the exclusive domain of the arts. You
can be creative in farming, sports, teaching, or
medicine etc. We need creativity and innovation. Creativity is a survival skill, and is, for me at
least, at the root of nature and life. To adapt, one
must be creative. My daughter, not surprisingly,

is not a very linear thinker…just like her parents.
This can be challenging at times, especially when
it comes to the way school work is taught here.
She is very visual and has a keen eye for observation, though. We sometimes refer to ourselves as
having “nature brains”. Meaning that for better or
worse, perhaps we are naturally more sensitive to
certain visuals and sounds than our more neuronormative peers. I am not saying we are special,
and certainly many artists are very much this way.
They are qualities that can feed the appearance of
being an eccentric or outsider. I have given a lot
of thought to how these qualities and skills required to make my art, any art of course, may really just be this “misplaced” adaptation that long
ago would have helped an ancestor of mine determine what plants and fungi were good to eat (or
not!). Paying close attention to subtle differences
in color or form could have meant the difference
between life and death for that ancestor. Now that
I don’t have to rely on foraging or hunting for
my food, this attention to detail gets applied to
other things, such as my art. I still get inspiration,
though, from the natural world constantly. These
days I seek to find that balance of using these
powers of observation for creating work, sharing
my feelings of connection to the nature through
that work, and simply observing the remarkable
and beautiful things unfolding in a forest or my
backyard.
Note: Diana Sudyka’s works can also be seen on
her website. http://www.dianasudyka.com/ and
on instagram https://www.instagram.com/
tinyaviary/
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THE WORLD OF NATURE IN ECOLOGICAL
PSYCHOPEDAGOGY:
VIEW OF THE SCIENTIST AND THE POET
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Abstract. In a short article, an expert in the field of environmental psychopedagogy and ecopsychology emphasizes the
important role of the artistic perception of nature. He draws attention to the value of a poeticized appeal to the natural
world as a source of beauty. This helps to develop the emotional, aesthetic and ethical foundations human relationship
to nature.
Key words: the world of nature environment, environmental psycho-pedagogy

I was born and raised in Latgale in the southeast
of Latvia on the border with Lithuania and Belarus in the multinational Daugavpils. Latgale
is a unique region of one and a half thousand
glacial lakes and green hills along the banks of
the Daugava (in Russia and Belarus — Western
Dvina), covered with pine forests, mixed copses,
birch and oak groves. In this region it is hard not
to become a naturalist, to which my own experience can testify.
From the second grade I dreamed of becoming a
professor of zoology. I graduated from the Faculty
of Biology at the Pedagogical Institute and actually became a professor in the Department of Environmental Psychology, as is written on the professorship certificate. I devoted twenty years to the
study of the psychological principles and mechanisms that contribute to the formation of human
beings’ attitude to nature. My main monograph
is called “The psychology of a person’s attitude to
nature.”
Say the following two phrases out loud, and in
each case allow corresponding visual and auditory images to arise in your mind:
•• Spring awakening the world of nature ...
•• Spring awakening the environment ...
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What did you imagine? Perhaps when you imagined the awakening of the world of nature, you
heard the sound of droplets, the singing of blackbirds and the murmur of a stormy spring brook.
Or you saw an image similar to that described
by the natural scientist and teacher Dmitry Kaygorodov: “The gloomy, old spruce forest suddenly
seemed to come to life, spiritualized: through its
edges and glades, blue eyes opened timidly and
looked at the light of God, just rising above the
ground, and beckoning to him uncontrollably... “
The phrase “spring awakening the environment”,
on the other hand, does not so easily conjure up
such richly endowed images. If you make an effort then perhaps a sort of abandoned wasteland
begins to loom vaguely, on which wild flowers
open among rusting scrap metal.
“The world of nature” is felt as the realm of native
nature (for contrast, try saying “native environment”) — as something close, spiritually significant, emotionally rich (in Kaygorodov — “the forest came to life, ensouled!”). The “environment” is
rather not felt, but only thought, understood not
by the heart, but by the mind. The “world of nature” is both around us and within us, while the
“environment” is only outside. We talk about love
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for the natural world and responsibility for the
environment.

Ukrainian colleagues from the Kiev Ecological
and Cultural Center.

As the well-known environmental educator Dmitry Kavtaradze noted, the meaning of the term
“environmental protection” has been overshadowed by the idea of the protection of humans and
their interests, with the environment serving as a
background for human activity. This term speaks
about the protection of natural resources which
are required by human beings — the subsoil, soil,
and water — but not of Nature itself.

Now I’m looking at the ECOPOESIS journal on
my laptop screen and I am delighted to see my
dream brought to life by a unique, creative and
inspired international team. I am happy for the
opportunity to be involved in this long-awaited
miracle for ecology and the humanities.

He writes: “We can never “jump over” such seemingly simple things as trees, birds, grass, bugs. We
must introduce children into this world, teach
them the culture of handling plants and animals.”
He emphasizes that it is necessary to “return to
Nature” in the sense of sensing and feeling her,
understanding our vital connection to her, and
that this is the most difficult of all the tasks of environmental education.
Such an approach to environmental education
has not yet been acknowledged by many of our
educators and environmental specialists. Yet philosophers have long recognized this way of perceiving and interacting with nature as the basis
for solving environmental problems. I recall the
ideas of Georgy Gachev presented in his “Book
of wonders, or natural science through the eyes
of the humanities, or images in science,” which
has had a huge impact on my professional worldview. Gachev argues that “from now on, one cannot look at the environment only as a source of
materials, that is, through the selfish, utilitarian
lenses, through which industry, technology and
the natural sciences perceive it... Nature must be
perceived as having intrinsic value and understood as a subject.” In other words, in the educational process it is important to perceive nature
in the same way that we perceive the phrase the
“World of Nature” — as a spiritually, emotionally
and imaginally rich subject — and not just as a
natural component of the environment, which
can be used for our purposes.
The concept of the “World of Nature” has become
a key concept of environmental psycho-pedagogy, a science that I began to create in the early
nineties. For all these years, there has been only
one periodical in Russian that reflected a broad
interdisciplinary approach to environmental issues — exploring the philosophical, sociological, cultural and psychological aspects. This is the
“Humanitarian Ecological Journal,” published by
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

I would like to share my poetry with the journal,
which reflects my perception of the “World of Nature.” I began to write poetry at the age of forty.
For another twenty years I did not publish my
work. However, I developed the tradition of ending various seminars and lectures on ecopsychology and ecological education by reading several
of my poems. I received positive feedback from
many listeners, and they always asked: “Where
can I read more?” In 2020, I posted my poems
on the poetry portal “Poetry.ru”. Now, a number of my poems are presented in the almanacs
of the Russian Writers Union: “Lyrics, 2020,” 1st
volume; “Anthology of Russian poetry, 2020,” and
“My Russia, 2020.”

I’d like to describe the world to you
I’d like to describe the groves to you:
Quiet whispers of grass at dawn
Streaming waters and the silence of heaven
Crying birches with snow-white bark
I’d like to describe the night to you:
By the fire that settled on the bank,
The Milky Way always running away
And the stars of eternity circling.
I’d like to describe the day to you:
How wild meadow flowers smell,
How oaks cast shadows on us,
And their branches’ rhythm and intricate
curves.
I’d like to describe the rain to you:
How bubbles appear in warm puddles,
How shivering leaves grow wet,
And the rattle of the barn doors’ hinges.
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I’d like to describe the world to you
What I learned, sensed, understood.
May my story show you the way
To reach the home where you’ve never been.

April Secrets
They say that April is ringing ...
Maybe it’s a creek in a ravine
Intoxicated by spring moisture
That strives to get to the river ...
Maybe this creek is ringing ...
Maybe it’s snowdrops ringing
The bells are tender and fragile,
At the edges gathered in groups ...

This is a spring tone forest.
Maybe it’s snowdrops ringing ...
Maybe it’s the voice of a tit What else has made my way since February?
And then it seemed very weak
And now it warms our faces!
Maybe it’s the voice of a tit ...
Maybe it’s heels ringing
On thawed asphalt.
And violins and violas singing in souls.
Heart tremors quicken.
Exactly, these are heels ringing!
(Prose translation from the original in Russian)
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CONFERENCE REVIEW: «FROM THE ECOLOGY OF
CHILDHOOD TO THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT»

On March 17th and 18th, 2020, the 9th Conference on Environmental Psychology was held at
the Psychological Institute of the Russian Academy of Education in Moscow. The conference
examined the theoretical and empirical aspects
of environmental psychology at the present stage
of the field’s development, the challenges for psychological and pedagogical support in forming
ecological culture and ecological consciousness,
the issues of a psychology of sustainable development and the risks caused by environmental
challenges.
In connection with the 25th anniversary of the
Laboratory of Ecopsychology of Development
and Psychodidactics, part of the Psychological
Institute of the Russian Academy of Education,
theoretical and methodological aspects of the
approach to the development of the psyche were
considered, including the ecopsychology typology of subject-environment interactions and
the ecopsychology model of the formation of
subjectivity.
The main sections of the conference and their
moderators were:
•• Ecopsychology: theory, experiment, practice (V.I. Panov, S.K. Nartova-Bochaver,
N.M. Saraeva);
•• Psychology of sustainable development
and environmental awareness (D.S. Ermakov, M.O. Mdivani, V.A. Yasvin);
•• Psychology of the educational environment (I.A. Baeva);
•• Psychology of global risks (T.A. Nestik);
•• Psychology of the urban and spatial environment (P.N. Vinogradov, S.Yu. Zhdanova, Yu.G. Panyukova);
•• Mental health in professional and extreme
conditions (A.N. Leonova, A.S. Kuznetsova, A.O. Prokhorov);
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•• Psychology of environmental education for
sustainable development (Yu. M. Grishaev,
A.N. Zakhlebny, N.F. Vinokurov);
•• Psychology of the information environment (G.V. Soldatova, A.E. Voiskunsky);
•• Ecopsychological approach to the development of the psyche (V.I. Panov,
A.V. Kaptsov).
Due to the difficult epidemiological situation
caused by the spread of COVID-19 and the restrictive measures adopted in Russia, the conference took place in a reduced capacity. Many
participants could not attend, with the situation
especially affecting international speakers and
delegates. However, the Russia-based part of the
conference went ahead according to schedule.
The conference opened with the keynote lecture
“Psychology of sustainable development: problems and prospects,” by Victor Panov, which outlined the stages of the establishment of the ecopsychology approach to the development of the
psyche over the 25 years that the laboratory has
existed. The speaker characterized five stages of
the development of the ecopsychology approach
by the laboratory team, the types of interaction
between human beings and the environment, and
various perspectives on the expansion of ecopsychology in other areas of psychology.
Questions were raised about how human subjectivity is changing and developing in the modern
world. The important role of culture as a means
of integrating people with their environment in
the context of globalization was emphasized. In
particular, the decline in cultural diversity was
compared to the decline in biodiversity, which
hypothetically reduces the adaptive capabilities of
the system. An important task of environmental
psychology and ecopsychology is the development of the ability to tolerate and support interaction at all levels of the ecosystem. The relevance
of environmental psychology is evident in the
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Photo: During the plenary session on the first day of the conference

current need to develop psychological approaches to solving regional and global environmental
problems and preserve the natural environment
as a necessary condition for human survival, and
also the necessity to maintain the nature of human beings as creatures that combine biological,
social, spiritual and mental forms of existence.
The lecture “From ecology to psychology of sustainable development,” delivered by Vladimir
Zakharov, emphasized the link between green
ethics and environmental psychology. He considered the role of ecology as the basis for the formation of ecological culture in its connection to
sustainable development. The ecology of the future was presented as a holistic worldview, where
every member of society should be an “ecologist.”
One key aspect of ecological culture, according
to Vladimir Zakharov, is the ability to perceive
beauty and harmony, which are understood as
forms of experiencing homeostasis — in other
words, the full balance of all components in a living system. The speaker emphasized the important role of aesthetic experience in supporting the
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

development of an individual’s ecological culture,
because a developed sense of beauty usually goes
hand in hand with developed environmental
awareness. The motto of this new environmental
culture, according to Zakharov, should be “ecology is happiness.” Vladimir Mikhailovich also noted the important role of a “positive,” even hedonistic, view of caring for the environment (“we do
it because it’s enjoyable”), which reduces potential
stress and guilt and supports personal responsibility for the well-being of the environment.
In his presentation “On Digital Transformation:
How to Learn an Expanded Personality?” A.L. Semenov spoke about expanding consciousness and
the boundaries of the individual with the advent
of new cultural phenomena; from the appearance
of speech and writing, to digital technologies and
the emergence of a “global object,” the smartphone. He outlined the phenomenon of preadaptation that requires an aptitude for instant changes, the gulf between formal education and the
demands of the world, the child’s right to technology and a digital future, and the reincorporation
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of children’s “natural curiosity” into the educational process using modern technologies.
The lecture by Sergey Alekseyev was based on a
large-scale sociological study of the perceptions
of environmental problems among various social
categories of the St. Petersburg population. The
insufficiently conceptualized distinction between
the concepts of “education” and “enlightenment”
was considered. Both components play an important role in the formation of an ecologically
responsible subject, characterized by developed
environmental awareness. Respondents of different age groups showed high awareness of environmental problems, but their environmental
knowledge was inadequate. All categories of the
population demonstrated motivation to care for
the environment, but complained about organizational and structural deficits.

Photo: Victor Panov presenting his keynote speech

Photo: A.L. Semenov presenting his paper
“On digital transformation: how to learn an expanded
personality?”
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In his report “Psychology of sustainable development: problems and prospects,” D.S. Yermakov
presented the main methodological approaches,
theoretical concepts and problems of a new scientific discipline: the psychology of sustainable
development. He emphasized the importance of
psychological aspects of the sustainable development model and the generally poor understanding

Photo: Sergey Alekseyev presenting his paper
“Goals of sustainable development through the eyes of
St. Petersburg”
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of the concept of sustainable development in psychology, particularly within a historical context.
One of the key roles of psychologists, according
to D.S. Yermakov, is to support conscious, sustainable relations with nature, which involves a
certain way of perceiving the Earth and our human attitude towards it. Contemplation of natural beauty and creative activity in nature can be
regarded as potential models for experiencing a
deepened, conscious relationship to the Earth.
The report by E.V. Kolesova was provocatively
titled “Why does the concept of sustainable development not take root in the minds of the Russian
population?” The main issues relating to the integration of the sustainable development model into
Russian society were examined. In particular, the
inconsistency of mentality and basic values a mong
Russian citizens was highlighted, with characteristics similar to those of representatives of Western
communities in their orientation towards pragmatism and success. The speaker examined the
relationship between the “I-concept” of the subject and the concept of sustainable development,
which is not focused on a specific individual.
The last presentation of the morning session was
that by T.A. Nestik, “Attitude of Russians to global

Photo: E.V. Kolesova presenting her paper, “Why does
the concept of sustainable development not take root in
the minds of the Russian population?”
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risks: a socio-psychological analysis”, which examined the alarmist and pre-adaptive approach
to coping with anxiety, global risks and their relationship to optimism and level of social trust.
These two factors showed the greatest correlation
with the choice of a particular strategy. Increasing
tolerance of uncertainty (preadaptation) is characterized by a persons’ ability to determine their
present and future, their focus on justice, their
concern for people, and their desire to prevent
global threats through cooperation. An analysis of
the psychological characteristics of global risks was
presented, as well as the types of attitude to global
risks. The presentation highlighted the significance
of the search for psychological technologies that
can prevent resorting to counterproductive strategies and panic reactions of society to disasters, as
well as of the studies of preventive and proactive
coping, psychological functions of global and local
identity in collective coping with threats.
It is not possible to summarize the content of
most of the reports presented in the afternoon at
the symposia. They are published in the proceedings of the conference edited by V.I. Panov.
An interesting empirical study was presented
by A.N. Kamnev and T.A. Antopolskaya: “The
implementation of an educational program as a
condition for the development of subjectivity of
teenagers in a recreation camp.” The recreation
camp referred to a series of camps, where for
many years the camp leaders had used methods
to develop a subjective attitude towards nature
in children and adolescents, including environmental identification, environmental empathy
and reflection. Teenagers had the opportunity to
actively and responsibly relate to natural objects,
to master classical ecology with elements of biogeography, to do research and to immerse themselves in travel. The results of a study conducted
on a sample of 158 adolescents indicate that the
implementation of a specially designed program
contributes to the development of subjectivity of
adolescents and increases their desire for independent activity in relation to natural objects.
P.N. Vinogradova presented the topic of environmental facilitation and the potential for this
to become a new social role in her paper “Moral
regulation of the environmental activity of city
residents.” Her study revealed differentiation in a
sample of citizens according to their ethical positions and their ability to take responsibility in social interactions and encounters with nature. The
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Photo: “Psychology of sustainable development: society, personality and consciousness” symposium

Photo: G.V. Soldatova presenting her paper

moral component of environmental awareness
was studied through the analysis of environmental discourse using distributive semantics.
G.V. Soldatova presented the results of a largescale study of the impact of the Internet on psychological development of adolescents. She identified problems such as the need for a space for
online communication between young people
and for studies exploring their destructive behavior related to online peer contact, how to
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determine their digital competence index, and so
on.
On the second day of the conference, a number of
theoretical and research reports were made in the
symposium “Environmental psychology: theory,
empirics, validity”. The report was opened by A.I.
Kopytin “The eco-humanities as a meta-scientific
doctrine of the harmonization of human beings
and nature”, which summarized the content of a
new interdisciplinary field of the eco-humanities,
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combining ecology and the human sciences. The
main subject of the eco-humanities, according to
Kopytin, is the study of the nature of the human
being in their process of developing self-knowledge, and in their system of relations with the
environment. The creation of a new generation
of eco-human technologies was outlined as a constructive component of eco-humanities, with the
aim of transforming human beings’ attitude to the
environment and themselves as ecological beings.
I.A. Khvatova’s presentation, “An ecopsychology
approach to the evolutionary diversity of self-reflection in animals,” was based on studies conducted at the Institute of Psychoanalysis, within the
Laboratory of Zoopsychology. The report considered self-reflection in animals, the theoretical and
methodological aspects and difficulties of studying
this topic. It went on to criticize existing approaches and emphasized the importance of a holistic
perception of biological subjects and the need to
study the evolutionary prerequisites for the development of human self-consciousness. According
to I.A. Khvatov, the question of self-reflection and
reflection of the external environment should be
used as a criterion for distinguishing stages and
directions of mental development in phylogenesis.
In environmental psychology, the self-reflection of
each animal species is a unique result of its specific evolutionary path and allows it to adapt the
features of its morphology and physiology to solve
the problems that the environment sets before it.
Human self-awareness is one of the forms of selfreflection that has arisen in accordance with the
specifics of human behavior and adaptation.
The conference ended with a lecture by V.I. Panov,
“From the ecology of childhood to the psychology of sustainable development,” which covered
the main developmental vectors of the Laboratory of Ecopsychology of Development and Psychodidactics over the past quarter century. At the
beginning of the lecture, the speaker paid tribute
to his teachers D.A. Oshanin, A.I. Mirakyanu V.V.
Davydov and F.T. Mikhailov, without whom the
laboratory would not have been founded.
Mental reality, according to Panov, is formed in
the “gap” between a person and the environment
and the psyche is considered as a form of being

that arises in the interaction of the human being
and the environment. This logic allows us to consider the relationship between humankind and
the planet, to designate the subject-generating
type of their interaction.
The main results of the laboratory’s activity included the development of principles for the
generative process of perception, a new understanding of the nature of giftedness and the psychodidactics of the educational environment,
an ontological model of the dynamics of mental
states and the formation of subjectivity, and diagnostic methods of environmental consciousness.
Overall, the conference often raised issues to do
with culture, local or global cultural identity and
emphasized the role of experiencing the beauty
and harmony of nature as a basic prerequisite for
ethical and sustainable behavior in human relations with the environment.
The key issues of the conference were the integration of the sustainable development model into
the public domain and developing people’s ecological awareness. Themes such as the central role
of psychology in the formation of environmental
consciousness and sustainable lifestyles and the
importance of a proactive and creative orientation of people in the face of global environmental
challenges were emphasized. Philosophical categories of ethics, moral choice and their psychological aspects were often mentioned. The issue
of conflict of interests between global corporations and political forces on the one hand, and
the welfare of the environment and humanity on
the other hand, was highlighted. The issue of environmental risk and models of coping behavior
in the face of a dynamically developing and unstable world within an ecologically problematic
environment was often raised. Much attention
was paid to digitalization and other phenomena
of the modern world that form the anthropogenic
environment.
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CONFERENCE REVIEW: THE 19TH ANNUAL
GATHERING IN BIOSEMIOTICS IN MOSCOW*
* reprinted with permission from Sign Systems Studies, 47 (3/4),
(2019), Р.627–640.
The 19th annual Biosemiotics Gathering that
took place on 1–5 July 2019, was hosted by the
Philosophy Faculty of Lomonosov Moscow State
University. That it was hosted by a philosophy
faculty rather than a science faculty, and that it
was hosted in Russia, are both significant. Biosemiotics is a challenge to mainstream biology, still
struggling to gain acceptance despite the work of
a great many researchers and a great many publications, along with nineteen annual biosemiotics
gatherings. But it is much more than this, and this
accounts for why gaining acceptance is so difficult.
In Thomas Kuhn’s terminology, it is revolutionary
science, rather than mainstream science. It has
not yet achieved a consensus on philosophical issues, basic concepts and methods that allows its
practitioners to get on with the business of puzzle
solving and forget about philosophy. More importantly, it is a challenge not only to mainstream
assumptions in biology but also a challenge to
deeper assumptions about what counts as science,
what is science, and what is the relationship between science and other cultural fields. It is also
a challenge to the broader culture of modernity
with its tacit acceptance of Cartesian dualism,
manifest in the division between the sciences and
the humanities. Therefore, it is entirely appropriate for this biosemiotics gathering to be hosted by
a philosophy faculty.
Russia has been home to a long tradition of radical scientific and cultural thought, much of it
attempting to advance beyond Cartesian dualism, even before the Bolshevik revolution. In the
1920s there was an explosion of radical ideas in
the sciences and humanities going beyond reductionist materialism, vitalism and Idealism.
Despite adverse conditions from 1930 onwards,
research programmes originating at this time not
only survived but advanced and had a major influence outside the Soviet Union. Until the field
was suppressed in the 1930s, the Soviet Union led
the world in research in ecology. Work on symbiosis by Lev Berg and others later influenced
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Lynn Margulis’s notion of symbiogenesis. Vladimir Vernadsky developed the notions of the biosphere and the noosphere, precursors to James
Lovelock’s Gaia theory and Jesper Hoffmeyer’s
notion of the semiosphere. Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s systems theory was influenced by Alexander Bogdanov’s tektology and the theoretical biology movement in Britain led by C. H. Waddington
and Joseph Needham developed the notion of the
morphogenetic field which originated with the
Ukrainian biologist Alexander Gurwitsch. Lev
Vygotsky began a major research programme in
psychology and education, which was promoted
in the West by Jerome Bruner. Vygotsky’s notion
of scaffolding was taken up in biosemiotics by
Jesper Hoffmeyer. The linguistic theorist Roman
Jakobson, who left Russia in 1920, was a major
influence on the Prague and Copenhagen schools
of semiotics, French structuralism and also influenced the Hungarian American Thomas Sebeok.
Sebeok, who embraced the work of C. S. Peirce,
later forged links with the Estonian semioticians,
most importantly, Juri Lotman who had founded
the Tartu-Moscow School of Semiotics. Sebeok
rediscovered the work of Jakob von Uexkull, and
called for a synthesis of semiotics and biology.
This coincided with a revival of theoretical biology in the Soviet Union, and biosemiotics was
taken up vigorously by the Tartu-Moscow School
of Semiotics. This was enthusiastically adopted in
Moscow by Alexej Sharov, who has organized two
conferences on biosemiotics. Stanislav Bushev,
the main organizer of the gathering and a Philosophy Faculty member of Lomonosov Moscow
State University, wrote his dissertation on “Biosemiotics as paradigm for formation of theoretical
biology” [1] and has continued work on biosemiotics from the perspective of philosophy of
science.
The first two speakers at the gathering were
Donald Favareau and Kalevi Kull. Favareau has
in the past provided one of the most comprehensive studies of the historical background to
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biosemiotics (along with John Deely) and edited
its most important anthology [5]. His writings
have been essential to defining the broader significance and goals of biosemiotics, and integrating different strands of thought in biosemiotics to
advance it as a major international research programme. It is through Favareau’s work that the
significance of biosemiotics can be appreciated as
not only a development within science but a challenge to Cartesian thought, echoing Deely’s suggestion that European civilization would have developed very differently if the work on semiotics
of Joao Poinsot, the 17th-century Portuguese philosopher who anticipated many of Peirce’s ideas,
had defined its direction rather than Descartes.
While Favareau largely presupposed this history
in his lecture, focusing instead on disagreements
between major figures within the biosemiotics
community (in this case, Terrence Deacon and
Frederik Stjernfelt) on the basic issue of understanding Peirce’s trichotomy of icon, index and
symbol, Favareau’s presence and prominent position as first speaker indicated the respect accorded to his broad claims for biosemiotics.
Kalevi Kull was influenced by the Tartu-Moscow
School of Semiotics which was established between 1964 and 1970 while centrally involved
in the revival of theoretical biology in the Soviet
Union in the 1970s. Embracing Sebeok’s vision of
integrating biology and semiotics based on combining the ideas of Peirce and Jakob von Uexkull,
he was one of the founders of biosemiotics. He
facilitated its advance by the rigour of his thinking and his ability to integrate a vast range of
other ideas into its research programme. Along
with the Danish biosemioticians (with other major centres of biosemiotics research located in the
Czech Republic and the USA and smaller centres
elsewhere), Kull is now at the core of the world
biosemiotics movement and at the core of defining its direction. It was Kull who first proposed
these biosemiotics gatherings. His work has been
particularly important for the development of
ecosemiotics, although his contributions go well
beyond this area. His contribution in this introductory speech was to sum up the present state of
biosemiotics, indicating what had been achieved
and what are the problems lying ahead. Specifically, he grappled with boundary problems, looking at the conditions for semiosis and considering
whether, given the parallels between biosemiotics and Harald Atmanspacher’s ‘weak quantum
theory’, this could allow for the application of a
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

quantum theory analogy to biosemiotics. While
he accepted the effort to see analogies between
quantum phenomena and mental phenomena,
he insisted that semiotics could not be reduced to
physics. Semiosis should be seen as an emergent
phenomenon. His presentation could be seen as
providing a reference point for those committing
themselves to biosemiotics.
Most of the subsequent presenters tacitly assumed
that biosemiotics has succeeded in establishing itself as a respectable research programme, that it is
almost normal science, although giving room for
new developments and work on its foundations.
On this assumption presenters grappled with significant problems of showing how the research
programme can be extended to new frontiers,
for instance finding the minimal level at which
there is semiosis, considering bacteria and slime
moulds (Oscar Castro Garcia), or treating proteins’ behaviour from a semiotic and pragmatic
point of view as the equivalent of speech acts,
grappling with the problem of what, then, is the
dynamical object and the immediate object, and
what type of sign is protein behaviour (Ľudmila
Lackova and Dan Faltynek).
In other presentations, difficult cases were re-examined, such as the origins of language (Jeremiah
Scalia) or characterizing the different levels of
semiosis from DNA to human language and everything in-between. Jeremy Sherman explained
how Terrence Deacon’s emergent constraint theory, somewhat similar to the generative constraint
theories put forward by Howard Pattee and Stanley Salthe who participated in many of the early
biosemiotics discussions, could provide firm
foundations for biosemiotics and extend its influence. In a similar vein, biosemiotics was defended
by Arran Gare from the charge by Marcello Barbieri that it is not really science by showing how
Robert Rosen’s mathematics and relational biology could explain the triadic nature of semiosis as
characterized by Peirce, along with final causes, as
the product of processes which are components
of each other without being reducible to each other, while in turn, Rosen’s work can be characterized as a development of, and defended through,
Peirce’s semiotic logic [7].
Different problematic aspects of biosemiotics
were revisited, such as the problem of adequately
accounting for agency, how groups of cells diffuse signals (Victoria Alexander), dealing with
the emergence of subjects along with objects
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(David Decker), explaining the emergence of
meaning (Mark Pharoah), and dealing with the
hard-problem of consciousness (Szura Bruni).
The work of Walker Percy, a largely ignored semiotician influenced by Peirce, was examined by
John Schumann to highlight the existence of nonmaterial phenomena such as concepts, ideas, idealizations, ideologies etc., and terms that go along
with these, such as confusion, truth, democracy,
law etc. These, Percy argued against behaviorists,
are made possible by the triadic relation between
symbol, object, and interpreter, giving the symbol
a quasi-identity with the object, but in another
mode of existence. This other mode of existence
is the source of mind, meaning, consciousness,
art and religion. A number of presenters grappled
with issues raised by ecology. Morten Tonnessen
examined biosemiotic relationality to show how
it is required to understand ecological complexity. This, and other presentations on ecology, also
grappled with environmental and political problems. Yogi Hendlin suggested that the current
plethora of global political problems facing us are
due to the endosemiotic activity of micro-organisms occupying the partly-human but parasitized
decision-makers now dominating the world. Sanita Fejzić proposed radically new political paths
to deal with ecological and political issues based
on biosemiotics.
There were also re-examinations of core concepts,
such as Jakob von Uexkull’s notion of the umwelt
(David Decker) and Gregory Bateson’s notion
of information (Jaime Cardenas-Garcia). Tyler
Bennett argued for a reunification of Peircean
and structuralist semiotics, again highlighting
the differences between different biosemioticians and examining the diverse characterizations of signs. Similarly, Israel Chavez Barreto
related Hjelmslev’s theory to Deacon’s theory of
emergent dynamics. Some efforts were made to
open new perspectives into Peircean biosemiotics, such as Tommi Vehkavaara suggesting a place
should be given to first- as well as third-person
perspectives.
These are the papers that took what is now the
mainstream Peircean-Uexkull conception of biosemiotics as their point of departure and reference point. Other contributions were only loosely
related to this mainstream or were not connected
with it at all, although they could have been. The
problem of individuation was addressed by Vefa
Karatay and Yagmur Denizhan, who drew attention to the work of the French philosopher Gilbert
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Simondon who accounted for it in terms of internal resonance. Individuation is a major problem
for Peircean biosemiotics because Peirce did not
supply an adequate account of individuation, but
it was left to others to work out how to integrate
Simondon’s work with Peircean biosemiotics. The
problem of emotion and its relation to words for
emotion were examined by Pauline Delahaye, although no particular semiotic theory was utilized.
Russian speakers at the conference offered different perspectives on biosemiotics. One distinctively
Russian contribution was made by Leonid Zhukov,
situating biosemiotics as one of an array of diverse
disciplines related to gnoseology. ‘Gnoseology’
is a term widely used in Russia that has almost
dropped from language in the West, being replaced
by ‘epistemology’. However, gnoseology encompasses much more than this, and as Zhukov pointed out, can include not only work in philosophy
of knowledge and science, but the open and nonlinear systems theories of Ludwig von Bertalanffy
and Ilya Prigogine, autopoiesis theory, cybernetics
and informatics, psychoanalysis, and even aspects
of theoretical physics. Zhukov characterized such
work as ‘object-processing recursion’, that is, a cyclical process of self-production inevitably involving description of description, emphasizing theory,
as opposed to objective science. Gnoseology, Zhukov suggested, can account for how organisms direct their evolution. Zhukov also drew attention to
the work on whether cybernetics can be applied to
sign systems embedded in biological organisms,
conducted by Alexander Levich at Moscow State
University in the 1970s. Other Russians utilized
the ideas of structuralist semioticians rather than
Peircean semiotics, or treated semiosis as little different from the conventional notion of information feedback, although this was not always the
case. Ivan Fomin for instance proposed a semiotic
model based on Peirce’s later work to characterize the building blocks that emerge in processes of
biological, social, cognitive and cultural development. In considering the problem of agency, Alexej
Sharov examined the differences between enactivism, associated with the notion of autopoiesis, and
biosemiotics, showing how these might be reconciled through a more genuine biosemiotic notion
of agency. Work taking place in Russia on problems with different approaches than those used
elsewhere were also examined. For instance, Mihail
Ilyin described a way of reinvestigating the similarities and differences between human language and
genetic expression and Nikita Shklovskij-Kordi
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and colleagues utilized structuralist semiotics to
describe a semiotic system of genetic language. Attention was also drawn by Ekaterina Velmezova to
another overlooked semiotician, the Soviet antiDarwinist evolutionary biologist and geographer
Lev Berg. In the 1920s Berg defended the theory
of orthogenesis, that there is a direction to evolution, combining this with mutationism, to develop
the theory of ‘nomogenesis’. According to this,
evolution is driven by mass mutations that are not
random but are directed by internal and external
factors so that they have a high probability of being
adapted to their environments. Symbiosis, requiring semiosis, is central, and natural selection, Berg
argued, plays a very limited role in evolution. New
theoretical advances were also proposed, such as
Anton Sukhoverkhov’s effort to combine the semiosis of evolution with process approaches and theories of non-genetic inheritance, arguing that these
form complementary perspectives. Alexander Spirov described work in complexity theory engaging with embryology and opened the possibility
of combining semiotics with the concept of morphogenetic fields, linking current biosemiotics research to theoretical biologists such as C. H. Waddington. This link has been suggested by Western
biosemioticians, including Joanna Raczaczek and
Favareau, but not extensively developed. New directions for research were presented, such as Anastasia Kolmogorova and colleagues’ analysis of the
sentiment of texts, including fascination.
While such work is contributing to the advance
of biosemiotics, as noted, biosemiotics is not
mainstream science. As Favareau, and Tyler Bennett in another presentation, pointed out, there is
no agreement on fundamental concepts even by
those who have seen themselves as followers of
Peirce. Kull, strongly influenced by Peirce, has not
simply accepted Peirce’s philosophy. In an earlier
work he showed that Peirce had himself abandoned the idea cherished by some Peirceans that
the fundamental laws of physics can be accounted
for as the outcome of habit formation, and at this
conference he pointed out that the famous triad
of sign, object and interpretant has to be modified if it is to be applied to primitive forms of
life because these do not cognize immediate ‘objects’ in their umwelten. Thomas Kuhn argued
that normal science is largely defined by its exemplars, that is, exemplary achievements that all
students in the discipline know about and take as
models to emulate. Unravelling the code for the
production of proteins from DNA could be taken
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

as such an exemplar, yet even this achievement
was questioned by John Collier at the 18th annual Gathering in Biosemiotics. Therefore, code
biology, while important, is not at the centre of
biosemiotics, and its main proponent, Marcello
Barbieri, has broken with the biosemioticians.
Another work that could be taken as an exemplar
is Terrence Deacon’s The Symbolic Species [3], but
as noted, Deacon’s interpretation of Peirce and
use of core concepts differs from other major
Peircean biosemioticians. Imre Lakatos argued
that research programmes are characterized by
hard cores of assumptions that are adhered to
above all else and are the foundation and reference point for all research. Newton’s three laws of
motion exemplify such a hard core (with his exemplary achievement being to have explained by
means of these laws the elliptical orbit of Mars).
The core of Darwinian biology is that evolution
occurs through random variation in progeny and
selection of the fittest. It is difficult to specify exactly the hard core of the biosemiotics research
programme. It could be that semiosis is a defining
feature of life, but even this is not accepted by all
biosemioticians, and there is yet to be complete
agreement on defining semiosis and signs. There
are good grounds for taking Peirce’s insight that
semiosis is essentially triadic as the hard core in
terms of which all semiotic processes and all other semiotic theories should be understood and
ultimately explained, but again, not all biosemioticians accept this.
Biosemiotics is a long way from being accepted
into the fold of conventional science, with subjects in biosemiotics standard within courses in
biology, as biochemistry is now. In fact, there is
no guarantee that biosemiotics as a distinct research programme and subject in biology will
survive the retirement of its founding members.
There has been a proliferation of specialized research programmes and highly specialized journals over the last two decades, and it is highly
unlikely that all of these, or even most of them,
will survive. There are two major journals in biosemiotics, but there were three: Semiotics, Evolution, Energy, and Development (S.E.E.D.) ceased
publication in 2006.
So, biosemiotics is and should be recognized by
its adherents as revolutionary science. This is how
it has been understood by the Danish biosemioticians, with Jesper Hoffmeyer’s book Signs of Meaning in the Universe [8] functioning as its manifesto.
Advancing biosemiotics faces major difficulties
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because success would mean transforming not
only the field of biology but the field of science and
its relation to the rest of culture, most importantly,
the humanities as Paul Cobley in Cultural Implications of Biosemiotics [2] and Wendy Wheeler in
The Whole Creature [11], following Sebeok, have
argued. It really involves transforming our understanding of ourselves and our place in nature; and
the ways people understand themselves and their
place in nature form the foundations of civilizations. This is what the scientific revolution of the
17th century, and to a lesser extent, Darwinian
evolutionary theory, biochemistry, molecular biology and genetics in the 19th and 20th centuries
achieved. Advancing revolutionary science is not
only an intellectual struggle, but at the same time
a political struggle for the conditions to develop,
disseminate and to act on the basis of new ways of
thinking. It involves forging alliances inside and
outside intellectual life to overcome opposition.
Because people challenging prevailing research
programmes are almost always in relatively weak
positions, their efforts invariably involve struggling to maintain the institutional conditions to
pursue the truth rather than serving those with
power. However, what counts as truth is also contested, and it is impossible to define truth formally
in a way that is beyond questioning. This is one
reason why revolutionary science always involves
developing historical narratives to reveal the assumptions that have been unjustly neglected, to
identify potentially allied research programmes
that can be integrated to form a more effective
challenge, and to orient its adherents in the struggle to create the future. While defenders of current orthodoxies have a vested interest in ignoring
philosophical questioning and historical narratives that can expose taken-for-granted assumptions, often held in place by prevailing disciplinary boundaries, philosophical and historical work
to reveal and question deep assumptions and to
develop and integrate alternative frameworks of
concepts is a necessary component of revolutionary science. Since biosemiotics is a very radical
challenge to mainstream science, it requires philosophical and historical work involving not only
meeting objections to the research programme,
but looking for weaknesses and constantly challenging whatever ideas are put forward. This is
necessary to achieve greater coherence and greater
robustness as a challenge to current orthodoxies,
and to facilitate highly focused work which might
achieve the breakthroughs that force doubters to
take the research programme seriously.
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While the diversity of views presented at the gathering provided material for bringing out such philosophical and historical issues, discussion of these
was largely absent at the formal sessions, although
they were discussed informally. One indication of
the lack of specific focus on philosophical issues
was the absence of debate over the use of the word
‘information’. The paper examining and defending
Bateson’s definition of information as ‘a difference
that makes a difference’, the definition which has
been embraced in the past by biosemioticians to
align the notion of information with biosemiotics,
showed how it incorporates and transcends Shannon’s notion of information. This is important for
biosemiotics. However, this was not presented
as a defense of biosemiotics against informatics,
and in other presentations ‘information’ was used
uncritically in a more conventional way without
acknowledging that mainstream scientists regard
biosemiotics as unimportant because Shannon’s
notion of information and cybernetics alone can
deal adequately with the phenomena focused on
by biosemioticians. Living beings, including humans, are for them nothing but information-processing cyborgs.
More importantly, the bigger question of why it is
important to oppose mainstream science on such
matters did not appear to be a live issue in formal
discussions. This requires a broader historical
perspective such as Favareau has offered, seeing
biosemiotics as a response to Cartesian dualism
that underlies almost all the major philosophical and cultural problems since the 17th century. Apart from technical issues, these include
the question of what is the meaning of life, or
whether it has any meaning. This issue, which was
raised in the 18th annual Biosemiotics Gathering
in Berkeley, is at the core of the struggle between
mainstream science and the humanities, with
the sciences implying that the world is devoid
of meaning and life is nothing but a struggle for
survival between different arrangements of matter, and the humanities defending values at least
in human life. Favareau’s broader perspective is
also required to understand fully the different
strands within biosemiotics, with the code biologists and structuralist semioticians pre-eminently
concerned to be scientific, while the biohermeneuticists such as Anton Markoš and Sergej Chebanov, more aligned with the humanities, are
most concerned to oppose the nihilistic view of
the world defended by mainstream science and
to do full justice to the reality and significance of
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sentient life. The agreement to embrace the title
‘biosemiotics’ rather than biohermeneutics or
semantic biology and to give a central place to
Peircean semiotics should be seen in this context
as a judgement that Peircean concepts, and particularly Peirce’s characterization of semiosis, developed as part of his profound work on the logic
of science, has the potential to integrate all work
on the semiotics of biological processes and all
opposition to mainstream science within science,
and also opposition coming from the humanities,
and then to spearhead the challenge to transform
mainstream science and advance the humanities.
Granting a place in research to both analysis and
synthesis, it appears to have the most potential to
overcome Cartesian dualism.
The relation between the different strands within
biosemiotics should be understood not only in
relation to the opposition between the sciences
and the humanities, but also to the current state
of the science and the humanities. The humanities, originating in the Florentine Renaissance
and concerned with reviving and inspiring people
to live by the values and ideals of Ancient Greece
and Republican Rome, survived Descartes and
Newton but were more fundamentally challenged
by Darwinian evolutionary theory presenting humans as just clever animals, especially as Darwinian evolutionary theory was streamlined into the
synthetic theory of evolution with the development of genetics, biochemistry and molecular biology. The end point was to claim that, as Richard
Dawkins put it, living beings, including ourselves,
are nothing but gene machines, machines for reproducing strings of DNA. Cartesian dualism
gave way to the reductionist monism of Thomas
Hobbes and the economists, mind was treated at
best as an epiphenomenon, and the humanities
went into decline. The last stand by the humanities was taken in the mid-20th century with the
development of hermeneutic and existential phenomenology, with French philosophers taking
the lead. In France this challenge failed, and to
defend their status, humanities scholars turned to
structuralism, gaining support for doing so from
structuralist mathematicians. These structuralists
claimed that they could provide the humanities
with scientific credentials they now needed to
maintain respect within the academic community. They also failed. The conflict between structuralism and hermeneutics engendered poststructuralism, which, led by Jacques Derrida and
Michel Foucault and embraced in Anglophone
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

countries, challenged not only humanist values,
but the value accorded to scientific truth, thereby
eliminating the last vestige of noble values upheld
by the scientific enterprise.
In this context, the most promising avenue for
defending the humanities and their values was to
claim intrinsic value for all life, not as a subjective
preference but as objectively defensible. The crisis
in the humanities coming at a time of accelerating ecological destruction threatening not only
most terrestrial species but the future of humanity
spurred the development of philosophical biology,
antireductionist theoretical biology and then biosemiotics, each supporting radical ideas in ecology. These held out the last hope for upholding the
humanities and humanistic human sciences, and
avoiding the political consequences of denying
value to living beings except as instruments.
It is not only the humanities that are in crisis, however. Current science is also in crisis. The scientific
world-view was never monolithic. Mainstream
Darwinian theory was opposed not only by religious fundamentalists, but by biologists who
pointed out the inconsistencies and deficiencies in
the orthodox view, often drawing on the work of
Darwin himself to do this. Apart from reductionist scientists being unable to account for sentience
or consciousness, on the basis of blind variation
and selection they could only promise explanations for the generation of biological forms observed in the development of embryos and for the
complexity of multicellular forms of life that have
evolved. The promise is unconvincing, and Jerry
Fodor and Massimo Piattelli-Palmarini [6] argued
in What Darwin Got Wrong that Darwinian evolutionary theory has no validity. On investigation,
the notions of genes and genetic information were
also found to be largely incoherent, as El-Hani,
Queiroz and Emmeche [4] argued in Genes, Information, and Semiosis. There are alternatives.
Embryology has been the base for an alternative
tradition of biology from Karl Ernst von Baer to
Conrad H. Waddington and Brian Goodwin, and
their challenge is now reinforced by biosemiotics.
Support for such alternative research programmes in biology has come from the physical
sciences, particularly physics, where deep assumptions that led scientists and even Kant to
identify the advance of science with reductionist
explanations, were brought into question, even by
Kant himself. Friedrich Schelling in particular,
influenced by Kant’s dynamic theory of matter
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and his work on biology, called for and sketched a
speculative physics to replace Newtonian science
on the grounds that Newtonian physics is inconsistent with the existence of life and consciousness. With the development of field theories of
electricity, magnetism and light, the development
of thermodynamics, the development of relativity
theories and quantum theory and then, more recently, the development of complexity theory, this
project of replacing Newtonian physics has been
partly realized, although not entirely. These developments in turn have been utilized to support
opposition to mainstream reductionist biology.
These opposing traditions of biology have been
described by Anton Markoš [10] in Readers of the
Book of Life, which can usefully be read in conjunction with Favareau’s history of biosemiotics.
The most important advances in the tradition of
theoretical biology were brought together in the
four conferences on theoretical biology organized
by Waddington in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
the proceedings of which were published in four
volumes. In the final volume of this, Waddington
argued that biology needs to draw on linguistics to
advance it further, referring to Howard Pattee, Jean
Piaget and Jerome Bruner in this regard. Participants in these conferences, including Stuart Kauffman and Brian Goodwin as well as Pattee, have
subsequently made significant contributions to the
development of biosemiotics. Their work would
suggest the way science is developing provides further support for the work of the biosemioticians.
However, science is not developing smoothly.
It is riddled with problems and inconsistencies
between major partially successful research programmes, for instance, quantum theory and the
general theory of relativity. Theoretical physics
has made very little progress for decades. And
scientific progress appears increasingly problematic. After producing nuclear weapons that
came close to destroying civilization, technological progress now appears to be concentrating power in the hands of power elites as never
before, and locking humanity into a trajectory of
global ecological destruction. The mass production of scientific papers generated by the publish-or-perish syndrome has generated so much
shoddy science that whatever advances are made
are likely to be ignored. Quantum theory now
has so many different versions and interpretations it is difficult to count them. One of the most
challenging problems in quantum theory is the
measurement problem and how to deal with it.
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It was this problem that led the theoretical physicist Howard Pattee to argue that quantum theory
could explain how molecules become messages,
moving from physics to theoretical biology to interpret quantum theory. Echoing Schelling, more
and more physicists are now looking to theoretical biology as a reference point for defining the
direction for physics. Recently, the theoretical
physicist and Nobel laureate Brian Josephson has
suggested that it is only through the development
of biosemiotics, utilizing the notion of scaffolding as developed by Hoffmeyer, that the problem
of measurement will be properly dealt with and a
coherent cosmology arrived at [9].
So, in light of the impact a fundamentally flawed
culture of modernity has had on the world, the state
of the humanities and the sciences and the role that
biosemiotics is being called upon to play in dealing with all these crises, it would appear that some
participants in the biosemiotics gathering might
not have fully appreciated the significance of biosemiotics and are not taking themselves and their research programme seriously enough. Holding the
19th biosemiotics gathering in Russia, bringing new
researchers into the programme, has the potential
to alter this. As I have already pointed out, Russia
has been a major source of ideas in the tradition of
anti-reductionist thinking in science and in the humanities. Aleksander Bogdanov and his brother-inlaw, Anatolij Lunacharskij, the first Commissar for
Culture and Education in the Soviet Union, called
for the creation of a new culture, incorporating all
that was best in past cultures. Lunarcharskij was a
playwright with a strong interest in the arts, but also
promoted the development of science and had a
particular interest in, and major role in, developing
ecology. This movement for a new culture helped
promote the explosion of creative activity in the
1920s that began a number of research traditions.
These, including the work of Bakhtin and his circle,
which fed into and influenced the Tartu-Moscow
School of Semiotics as well as developments in the
sciences, have provided a counter tradition to reductionist thinking in the sciences and nihilistic
developments in the humanities. It is this complex
of traditions, which survived the Stalinization of
science and culture, that inspired Sebeok and provided the receptive environment for Sebeok’s ambition to fuse semiotics with biology. This whole
tradition is now being integrated into biosemiotics,
and through biosemiotics, could be brought to fruition, providing the foundations for the kind of radical transformation of culture, including science,
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that Lunacharskij was promoting. On the basis of
their contributions to biosemiotics in the past and
this biosemiotics gathering we can hope Russians
will play a major role in this.
The formal proceedings of conferences and the
formal discussions are only a part of the intellectual life of international conferences, and the
hosts of this gathering provided ideal conditions
for informal discussions. It was within these that
some of the problems facing the development of
biosemiotics and directions for advancing it more
effectively were considered. The value of such discussions is that a much wider range of concerns
can be aired, with people coming from different
disciplines, research traditions and countries having different perspectives. Biosemiotics appears
to have been much more difficult to establish in
my home country, Australia, than other countries, with most of those promoting it in Australia scattered. However, this is also the case with
a range of research programmes that challenge
mainstream thought in Australia.
As an historically oriented philosopher of science
and environmental philosopher originally inspired
by C. H. Waddington and Joseph Needham to

establish the Joseph Needham Centre for Complex
Processes Research before embracing biosemiotics, the difficulty in gaining support for such research has colored my own outlook. Waddington
and Needham’s extremely promising research programme lost out to molecular biology and the synthetic theory of evolution. Reflecting on the difficulties facing theoretical biologists, Waddington
defined the problem as overcoming COWDUNG,
the conventional wisdom of the dominant group.
Historical work in science has revealed this to be
a recurring problem for what are later acknowledged by everyone to have been superior research
programmes. I see biosemiotics continuing the
struggle against COWDUNG, and in relation to
biosemiotics, my own deepest concern is to work
out how to wage this struggle successfully. To some
extent, this report is a continuation of and also a
report on some of these further discussions.

Reviewer:

Arran Gare
Associate Professor, Swinburne University
(Melbourne), and founder of the Joseph Needham Centre for Complex Processes (Melbourne,
Australia)
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BOOK REVIEW:
“NATURE AND PSYCHOTHERAPY: THEORETICAL,
METHODOLOGICAL, AND PRACTICAL BASICS.”
Volumes 1 and 2. Edited by Eric Pfeifer (with the constant participation of
Hans-Helmut Decker-Voigt). Gießen: Psychosozial- Verlag, 2019. Vol. 1:
454 pages; Vol. 2: 479 pages.

NATUR UND PSYCHOTHERAPIE. THEORETISCHE,
METODISCHE UND PRAKTISCHE GRUNDLAGEN
Band 1+2. Eric Pfeifer (Hg.), unter ständiger Mitwirkung von HansHelmut Decker-Voigt. Gießen: Psychosozial-Verlag, 2019. Vol. 1: 454 p.;
Vol. 2: 479 p.
Abstract. This review outlines a two-volume edition in German and English that reflects the current state of diverse
psychotherapeutic and rehabilitation approaches that integrate integrate therapeutic work with various aspects of the
environment. The publication is one of the first basic works that introduces this relatively new area of therapeutic and
preventive activities. The two volumes cover issues in theory and practice and include a description of a wide range of
psychotherapeutic practices associated with the use of natural environments and objects in creative arts therapies and
other non-verbal therapies, transpersonal, behavioral, existential and other psychotherapies. The publication implements an interdisciplinary approach throughout.
Keywords: nature, psychotherapy, resonance, art therapy, environmental

This two-volume edition on nature in psychotherapy and arts therapies, edited by Eric Pfeifer, includes theoretical as well as practical a pproaches
to the topic. An interdisciplinary and crossschool approach is evident in the selection of the
different essays. Structured by individual Topic,
the publication includes exemplary presentations
of a wide variety of environmentally-related therapies made by renowned researchers and practitioners from Germany and other countries.
The first volume explores the following topics,
with essays in German and English:
•• Examples of appropriate, topic-related
frameworks and essays from the spheres
of art, ecopsychotherapy, biology and
philosophy.
•• Environmental and nature-based creative
arts therapies.
•• Garden (horticulture) therapy.
•• Integrative therapy and music therapy.
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Book cover of Nature and Psychotherapy: Theoretical,
Methodological, and Practical Basics. Ed. Eric Pfeifer.
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•• Nature-based therapy and rehabilitation.
•• Ecotherapy.
•• Nonverbal therapies and transpersonal
psychotherapy.
•• Psychoanalysis and depth psychology.
The second volume also contains some Englishlanguage articles and is structured around themes
such as:
•• Existential analysis, logotherapy, and behavioral therapy.
•• Expressive arts therapies and multimodal
expressive arts therapy.
•• Art therapy and guided affective imagery
or katathym-imaginative psychotherapy.
•• Art
therapy
rehabilitation.

and

nature-based

•• Music therapy.
•• Psychodrama and bibliodrama.
•• Resonance based medicine, resonance
based therapy and music therapy.
•• Systemic therapy.
•• Dance therapy, dance and movement therapy and aquatic dance / movement therapy.
•• Transpersonal psychotherapy, holotropic
breathing and spirituality.
•• Behavioral therapy and animal-assisted
psychotherapy.
Both volumes have an extensive index that provides page references for relevant terms. In his
introduction to the two volumes, Eric Pfeifer
emphasizes the interdisciplinary, international,
and inter-generational diversity present in the selection and compilation of different approaches.
Consequently, this edition provides not only orientation in the field of nature therapy, but within
a multitude of possible approaches placed side by
side. In this respect, the reader is able to favor their
own theoretical stance and existing priorities and
at the same time weigh and compare them with
other perspectives. This is what makes these two
volumes so appealing, since they present different
approaches on a genuinely equal footing.
The complexity and diversity of international
contributions to this publication should be emphasized: it includes articles from English-speaking countries such as Great Britain and the USA,
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

European countries, and also from Israel and
Russia. Contributions were submitted by the following authors, who have on the whole contributed two articles each, in which they outline their
theoretical position and their approach to practical work with case vignettes:
M. Abrahamsson, B. Beck, A. Beetze, S. Bender,
R. Berger, L.O. Bonde. A. Brissman, K. Cizková,
H.-H. Decker-Voigt, D. Funke, U. Gebhard,
M. Glawisching-Goschmik, R. Hampe, K. Hediger, M. Hollekamp, S. Klar, P.J. Knill, A. Kopytin, A.H. Kreszmeier, H.P. Kuhn, E.-L. Larsson,
C. Lutz, O. Mayseless, L. Noar, K. Neuberger,
M. Nevo, E. Pfeifer, U.Z. Rüegg, M.-J. Rust, E. Sahlin, P. Stippl, H. Utari-Witt, S. Walch, A. Walter,
A. Weber, C. Weiss, M. Wigger, R. Wohlfarth und
J. Zimmermann.
The importance of nature as an elixir of life is well
known, and its effect on people and well-being is
often addressed in terms of its therapeutic applications, for example, a walk in the forest or the
calming effect of specific trees such as oak. In addition, the diverse sensory experiences that come
with time spent in nature are also significant. Not
only the concrete experience of nature itself, but
also the memory of it, the imagination of naturerelated places, the reappearance of sounds, noises,
smells, emotional sensations, and so on, can bring
back entire episodes from one’s past. Nature as a
vital force in its original and culturally appropriated form is becoming an increasingly significant
topic in the context of climate change and changing global living conditions. Moreover, global
ecological issues are one of the biggest challenges
of our time. Thus, the consideration of the therapeutic dimension of nature in different contexts
is premised upon the need for revitalization of
human and environmental health and well-being.
In the three introductory contributions to Volume I (on the ecological perception of nature by
Monika Hollekampe, on the meaning of the Earth
by Mary-Jayne Rust, and on the transaction of
light by Andreas Weber), some key aspects of the
subject are presented, which are then explored in
more detail in the articles that follow on drama,
art, music and dance therapy among other psychotherapeutic approaches. For example, Alexander Kopytin focuses on the ecological aspect
of eco-arts therapies and emphasizes the role of
nature as a third party in the therapeutic relationship. Specific qualities of eco-arts therapies are
highlighted through the use of natural materials
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and environments. This includes a holistic perception of nature as, on the one hand, providing
a possibility for self-centering, and on the other,
an opportunity to achieve a balanced perception
of the self in connection to the natural domain.
An intrinsic connection to the beauty, strength
and wholeness of nature can support changes in
a person’s perception of space and time, and promote creativity, vitality and resilience as well as a
feeling of connectedness, health and well-being.
In this context, Konrad R. Neuberger also refers
to garden therapy as a special approach that provides a vital experience of interacting with nature.
Stefan Klar highlights one example of outdoor experience in his consideration of the relationship
between music and nature therapy. The therapeutic use of music and nature is also presented by
other authors such as Eva-Lena Larssen and Eva
Sahlin, who introduce a process of restoration in
nature, or “nature-based rehabilitation”, for stress
relief and mental recovery. Other authors such
as Ronen Berger, Lia Naor and Ofra Mayseless
also present different therapeutic models which
integrate music and nature in terms of their theoretical foundations and practical implementation.
The contributions discussed above constitute the
holistic approaches to nature therapy outlined in
the book, which are highlighted by other authors,
such as Mali Nervo, and illustrated using case
studies that relate to an eco-centered perspective.
In the context of transpersonal psychotherapy,
Urs Z. Rüegg highlights an interaction between
arts / non-verbal therapies, spirituality and salutogenesis, whereby nature is emphasized as a
bridge builder. Concrete forms of implementation within the framework of silence seminars in
the Solothurn Jura illustrate this approach. Dieter
Funke specifically mentions the importance of
the non-dual state of consciousness as a state of
oceanic connection. Moreover, Ulrich Gebhard
emphasizes nature as an area of experience

and
meaning, in other words also as a salutogenetic
factor. Christiane Lutz speaks about the individual and collective challenges in the relationship
between humans and nature and substantiates
this with case-specific phenomena of therapeutic
interventions including myths and dreams that
resonate with the theory of C.G. Jung.
When Alfred Walter refers to nature as an externalizing narrative in psychodynamic therapies,
he addresses it as a symbolic representation of the
inner world in the nature narratives of the outer
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world. This notion is also exemplified in the contribution by Hediaty Utari-Witt and Alfred Walter which explores nature as a projection screen
for conflicts of ambivalence.
Volume II presents arts therapeutic approaches
based on a variety of theoretical foundations as
well as practical forms of implementation. Jörg
Zimmermann deals with existential approaches
that reflect the dual nature of human beings. In
the practice-oriented section of his chapter, he
explains the relevance of experiencing nature in
work with burnout syndrome through the application of acceptance and commitment therapy
(ACT). He refers to the “silence of the forest”,
which helps to overcome crises of meaning in
the relationship between nature “ itself “ and
the nature “which I am myself.” The quartet Nature — Perception — Art — Therapy is addressed
in a conversation between Hans-Helmut DeckerVoigt and Paolo Knill, in their open and personal
exchange.
Another approach to the integration of art therapy and nature is illustrated by Ruth Hampe. She
presents her process-oriented work with natural
materials and the documentation of this process
through digital media in the form of an animated
film. She explores how we experience nature in
the context of inner imagery, particularly in the
resource-oriented visual forms typical for guided
affective imaginative psychotherapy. In this section, Anna Brissman and Marja Abrahamsson
also introduce their concept of “green rehab“, further exploring the healing aspects of experiencing
nature in art therapy and occupational therapy
practices, while Monika Wigger considers the existential experience of inner and outer nature.
Lars Ole Bande and Bolette Daniels Beck discuss
the process of imagining nature through listening to music in their articles on music therapy.
Their method of music therapy is presented in detail and their research results are discussed. Eric
Pfeifer describes experiencing nature outdoors
and explains different aspects of the environmental music therapy approach such as diagnosis,
indication, research, and attitude and responsibility of the therapist. How this approach can
be implemented in practice becomes clear in his
further contribution where he presents selected
case studies. Natural sounds are accorded special
weight in this approach to outdoor music therapy.
Drama therapy is discussed in the contribution
by Gabriele Weiss, in which she presents her
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approach to psychodrama with children. Peter
Strippl continues this discussion in his article
exploring psychodrama in nature. Both contributions exemplify the importance of including nature in sessions. Monika Glawischnig-Goschnik‘s
main focus is the subject of the resonance of nature in the therapeutic setting, namely in the expansion of the bio-psycho-social model through
resonance-based therapy, including music therapy as a play and improvisational space. In another
article, she discusses her method and presents
case vignettes.
Presenting the approach of systemic nature therapy, Astrid Habiba Kreszmeier considers the reciprocal space between nature and humans and also
considers aspects of self-healing. In another contribution, she speaks about the different natural
elements as the basic materials of life — fire, water, air and earth — and explores their reflections
in the psyche. In the context of dance therapy, as
in Susanne Bender‘s reference to Rudolf Laban,
dance in nature is discussed. Klára Cizkowá presents dance movement therapy in nature with psychosomatic clients, and Heather P. Kuhn considers the relationship to water and improvisational
dancing in water.
Holotropic breathing in its relation to various
experiences of nature is presented by Sylvester
Walch, who introduces a different approach to
nature based transpersonal therapy. He describes
various contexts in which people might experience an expansion of their transpersonal identity.
In another contribution he addresses a change

in the status of spirituality with regard to understanding oneself as the essence of being. This
contrasts with animal-based behavioral therapy,
as outlined by Karin Hedinger, Andrea Beetz and
Rainer Wohlfarth. The effects of human-animal
interaction are considered in their second article
based on case studies exploring different clinical
issues such as depression, selective mutism and
post-traumatic stress disorder.
The publication of these two volumes on nature
and psychotherapy significantly expands the notion of what nature-based therapies can be. With
the combination of theoretical and practice-oriented contributions by so many authors, these
various approaches to nature-based therapy become easily understandable. This series of books
is recommended to support practitioners in their
work as well as for teaching and further academic work. For the German and English speaking
world, this is an important basic text on nature
therapy that provides insight into the subject as
it has been developing since the beginning of the
1990-s. The diversity of the contributions means
that this series of books has the potential to make
an important contribution to the topic of a nature-based therapies and their significance for
contemporary psychotherapy.

Reviewer:
Ruth Hampe
Prof.Dr.phil.habil.em., The Faculty of Inclusive
Education at the Catholic University of Applied
Sciences (Freiburg, Germany)

Reference for citations
Hampe, R. (2020). Book review, “Nature and Psychotherapy: Theoretical, Methodological, and Practical Basics.” Ed. Eric
Pfeifer. Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice,1(2). [open access internet journal]. — URL: http://en.ecopoiesis.ru
(d/m/y)

© Ecopoiesis, 2020

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2020. Volume 1 (2). ISSN 2713–184x

107

A RESPONSE:
SALLY ATKINS AND MELIA SNYDER
“NATURE-BASED EXPRESSIVE ARTS THERAPY.
INTEGRATING THE EXPRESSIVE ARTS AND
ECOTHERAPY”
London and Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2017. — 176 p.
Abstract. In his response to the book by Sally Atkins and Melia Snyder, Stephen K. Levine not only notes the high merits
of their writing, recognizing it as the best book that he has read on nature-based expressive arts therapy, but shares his
personal experience in relation to the environment and nature. He notes the human need to set down roots, and also
to go beyond the boundaries of our habitual environments.
Keywords: environment, expressive arts therapy, nature-based

Let me start by saying this is simply the best book
that I have read on nature-based expressive arts
therapy. The book is deceptively simple, yet it is
based on extensive practical experience in the
field of expressive arts as well as on a comprehensive knowledge of the theoretical foundations
not only of that field but also of related ones,
such as eco-philosophy and systems theory. The
book also discusses the authors’ experiences with
members of different indigenous cultures and the
stories they tell of our relationship to the earth
and to other living creatures. Poetry and storytelling are used by the authors to exemplify the
aesthetic relationship to the earth of which they
speak. For readers of our journal, I can think of
no better guide to this emerging field.
In this note, however, what I would like to talk
about is my own personal response to the book.
On the one hand, I feel drawn to the authors’
stories and to their experiences as they relate
their own lives to the settings in which they have
taken place. Sally Atkins’ essay, ”Why I Walk in
the Woods,” in this issue of the Ecopoiesis journal, shows how strongly her perspective has been
influenced by her native environment. She is a
woman from the Southern Appalachian Mountains, deeply rooted in this place and its natural
beauty. I have known her for more than 20 years
as a fellow teacher at the European Graduate
School and can testify to the integrity of her work.
Melia Snyder now teaches at Appalachian State
University in North Carolina, where Sally taught
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and where she created expressive arts programs
that Melia now leads. Both of them are pioneers
and have brought new perspectives into the field.
I come from a very different background, having
grown up on the streets of Brooklyn and seeing
“nature” as elsewhere, something one goes to for
rest and relaxation, whether it be the beach or the
mountains. Moreover, I do not feel rooted in the
earth in the way that Sally and Melia describe.
Although I certainly have had powerful experiences of a relationship to nature, my tradition

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2020. Volume 1 (2). ISSN 2713–184x

© Ecopoiesis, 2020

“Nature-Based Expressive Arts Therapy. Integrating the Expressive Arts and Ecotherapy”

and personal history are much more ones of wandering upon the earth, being somehow different
from and outside of the places in which I have
lived. Part of this no doubt stems from my identification with the Jewish history of displacement,
of having been cast out from the nations. I have
even sometimes identified myself as a “rootless
cosmopolitan,” a category whose members have
historically been despised and excluded. This is
indeed the way in which Nazi ideology rationalized their hatred of the Jews and their need to exterminate them.
We live in a world today in which many others
experience this feeling of being rootless. Forced
migration has become the fate of hundreds of
millions. We should also remember, however,
that migration and immigration are not anomalies; they are our historical destinies as human beings. We are creatures who roam the world, settling down and then forgetting our origins. The
wanderer is then experienced as the Other, the
one who needs to be cast out to affirm our own
solid identity. In fact, “identity” itself excludes the
other, who must then be eliminated as a threat to
the sense of self. Nationalism is the form which
this tendency takes on a collective level. Ideologies of blood and soil thus form part of the poison
spread over the globe today.
Yet even for the wanderer, there is a longing to
return to the origin. The garden from which we
are exiled is indeed the foundational myth for
our own culture. Can we go back? Can we make
the desert bloom, as the pioneers of Zionism
claimed? The slogan of early Zionism, “A land
without people for people without a land,” conveniently overlooked the Palestinian dwellers who
were displaced by this search for a homeland.
The legacy of the Occupation haunts us today. Is
it true, as Thomas Wolfe titled one of his books,
“You can’t go home again”?
Can nature-based expressive arts therapy return
us to our roots? Must we go to indigenous elders
to find the wisdom that we need? Of course, this
prizing of indigeneity overlooks the fact that all
cultures originally came from elsewhere, not to
mention that age, as I can myself attest, does not

necessarily bring wisdom. Nevertheless, even a
rootless cosmopolitan must ask, what is the truth
of this myth of the origin, a myth so powerful that
even native cultures share it? As even Rousseau
is sometimes reputed to have said, if the Golden
Age did not exist, we must invent it. Is our longing necessarily perverse, a neurotic symptom of
our desire to return to the womb?
We have all had experiences of rootedness, of feeling a powerful connection to the Earth. I myself
have been struck by the beauty of the oceans of
Martha’s Vineyard and the mountains of Saas Fee,
as my essay in this issue of the journal relates. It
is not an illusion to feel our aesthetic belongingness to the earth. However, this is something that
I do not usually experience in my urban life. How
can we reconcile our longing with our belonging?
Can we hold them both together?
And how can we transform our cities into beautiful dwelling places? Can we bring the experience of rootedness that nature-based work gives
us into our urban surroundings? Is it possible
to create beautiful cities in places marked by the
devastation of the earth? This is perhaps the task
of ecopoiesis, to create livable habitats, places
which can both help us to feel rooted and interconnected, and yet can also honor our differences
and separateness. Nature-based expressive arts
therapy speaks a great deal about the importance
of harmony: harmony with others and harmony
with the Earth. Can we also value the importance of dissonance, breaking the circle to create
new forms? Can we go back and yet go forward
as well? I welcome the work of Sally Atkins and
Melia Snyder as reminders of where we need to
set down roots, and I also look forward to a new
perspective that can also go beyond our rootedness and give us space to roam.

Reviewer:
Stephen K. Levine
Ph.D., D.S.Sc, REAT, Professor Emeritus, York
University (Toronto, Canada), Founding Dean
of the Doctoral Program in Expressive Arts at
The European Graduate School (Switzerland)
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TOWARD AN ECOLOGICAL CIVILIZATION —
AN INTERVIEW WITH ARRAN GARE
Abstract. This interview focuses on Arran Gare’s thinking about ecological civilization and its relationship to a new theoretical ecology, strong democracy and political philosophy based on “ecopoiesis” or “home-making.” Gare believes
that it is possible to create a global ecological civilization that empowers people to augment their ecological communities. Complex transformations of the social and economic organization of societies and a radical upheaval of our
conceptions of what it means to be human are required to bring about this change to a new ecological (eco-human)
culture.
Keywords: ecological civilization, ecopoiesis, humanity, strong democracy

Brief note about the interviewee:
Arran Gare is Associate Professor (Reader) in Philosophy
and Cultural Inquiry at Swinburne University, and founder
of the Joseph Needham Centre for Complex Processes Research. The focus of his research is transforming culture
to create a global ecological civilization. He has published
widely on environmental philosophy, process metaphysics
and the metaphysical foundations of the sciences, the history of ideas, complexity theory, human ecology, economics, the emergent theory of mind, social and cultural theory,
ethics and political philosophy. He is the author of a number
of books, including Postmodernism and the Environmental
Crisis (London: Routledge, 1995) Nihilism Inc.: Environmental Destruction and the Metaphysics of Sustainability
(Sydney: Eco-Logical Press, 1996) and The Philosophical
Foundations of Ecological Civilization: A Manifesto for the
Future (London: Routledge, 2017). In 2005 he founded the
on-line journal Cosmos and History: The Journal of Natural
and Social Philosophy, of which he is chief editor.

Alexander Kopytin (AK): In your article
“Toward an Ecological Civilization: The
Science, Ethics, and Politics of Eco-Poiesis,”
you claim that ecology could serve as the
foundation of an ‘Ecological Civilization’
and define ecology as the core science that
embodies process metaphysics. Do you believe that we have to change the direction of
human culture and development by providing the foundations for a new, global, ecological civilization? What is the cornerstone
of your manifesto for the future, which
postulates the philosophical foundations of
such an ecological civilization?
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Arran Gare (AG): It is clear that our current civilization is on a trajectory to global ecological destruction, so a major redirection of civilization is
required. What this means is another matter. My
claim is that modernity began as a major redirection of civilization, and in fact, was a new civilization. It originated in Western Europe and has
come to dominate the world. Science replaced
religion as the major discourse defining reality.
Reductionist sciences assume that, ultimately, all
phenomena must be explained through physics.
This is scientific materialism. It has never been
formulated entirely consistently, and is often accompanied by Cartesian dualism, despite its incoherence. Privileging mechanistic explanations,
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scientific materialists such as Thomas Hobbes
redefined life and humanity and the ultimate
goals of life. Seen as machines moved by appetites and aversions, the ultimate goal of humans
is to achieve technological domination of nature,
generated through competitive struggle between
them for survival, and domination and satisfaction of appetites. Discourses inconsistent with scientific materialism co-existed with it, sometimes
by accommodating to it, sometimes disguising
themselves as consistent with it, and sometimes
genuinely challenging it. To begin with, the most
potent challenges came from the humanities, exemplified by the work and influence of Giambattista Vico and Johann Herder. Later, the humanities accommodated themselves to the sciences,
accepting their subordinate place in culture. Challenges to scientific materialism also came from
within science itself, usually associated with some
form of holism, but it is only recently that efforts
to replace scientific materialism from within science are in a position to finally succeed. The core
of this revolution in scientific thought is an ontology of relational processes where processes can be
seen as partially self-causing, being components
of each other without being reducible to each
other. From this perspective, new processes can
emerge that are not entirely explicable through
the conditions of their emergence. These can be
understood, but are not entirely predictable or
controllable. The universe is genuinely creative,
the future is to some degree indeterminate, and we
can influence which possible futures will be realized. This scientific revolution involves redefining
science and its place in culture, aligning it with the
humanities and redefining humanity and its place
in nature, upholding the value of life and again,
redefining the ultimate goals of humanity. If successful it should create a new global civilization,
effectively replacing the civilization of modernity.

AK: What elements are now being integrated in the recent development of theoretical
ecology which involve a new way of understanding the nature of life and explain why
the current civilization is collapsing? What
is required to avoid such collapse?
AG: Early ecological thought studied biotic communities in which different organisms were seen
to be in symbiotic relationships, modifying their
environments to their mutual benefit, with these
communities evolving to richer, more diverse systems. Being mainly descriptive, it was not taken
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

seriously by most scientists. With the development of complexity theory, it has become possible
to gain insight into the dynamics of ecosystems
by creating abstract models of such communities.
Non-linear thermodynamics, catastrophe theory,
second order cybernetics, including the theory of
autopoiesis, hierarchy theory, anticipatory systems
theory and biosemiotics have all served to advance
ecology in this way. Organisms are conceived as
highly integrated ecosystems able to define their
environments as their worlds. Hierarchy theory
accords a central place to enabling constraints in
the functioning of ecosystems. Semiosis, the production and interpretation of signs, involves signs
constraining interpretants, including formations
and activities, in response to anticipations.
In my view, the notion of autopoiesis whereby
organisms are seen to produce their own components, is still too mechanistic and does not give
a place to emergence. The notion of ecopoiesis,
implying the production of the conditions where
components can emerge, overcomes this limitation and accords well with other developments
in complexity theory, allowing these ideas to be
generalized. Robert Ulanowicz argues that by
virtue of its focus on complexity, ecology is now
the most advanced science and could provide the
forms of thinking required to overcome the logjams obstructing the advance of physics. The notion of constraint is particularly important from
this perspective since the very being of primary
entities is seen to be self-constraining or selflimiting. From the perspective of this new science, disease is associated with the breakdown
of constraints, as occurs with cancerous growths
in which cells forget their place in the body and
multiply without constraint and destroy the conditions of their existence. Many of the organizations that have emerged with the civilization of
modernity are such cancers where destruction of
the conditions of the existence of human life is
not recognized and activity is not constrained accordingly. Such behavior is legitimated by an implicit Cartesian dualism that identifies freedom
with freedom from any constraint, while denying
this to nature, or to dominated people.

AK: Based on Lovelock’s “Gaia” hypothesis, process metaphysics, hierarchy theory
and Peircian semiotics, and calling for
strong democracy, you proposed an ethics
and political philosophy based on “ecopoiesis” or “home-making,” which is equated
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to augmenting the life of communities, both
human and non-human. Could you please
explain how you define this political philosophy of ecological civilization?
AG: According to Aristotle, politics is about organizing society to enable people to live the best
possible lives. This is the first principle or arche of
politics. The best possible life is a fulfilling and
fulfilled life achieved through the pursuit of excellence. It is achieved by participating in public
life concerned to uphold the conditions for living
the best life and participating in efforts to advance
knowledge. The complexity of the modern world
has led to cynicism about or complete ignorance
of this claimed first principle of politics. The notion of ecopoiesis facilitates its updating. It focuses
attention on all the conditions for living the best
possible life, not only of individuals but of communities at all scales, including broader biotic
communities. Humanity should be conceived of
as communities of communities, participating in
these broader biotic communities, and the whole
of humanity should aim to augment the conditions of its multi-level component communities
to realize their potential to augment the life of all
these communities. These conditions of life are
their “homes,” extending this notion to include
the “home” of humanity — the current regime
of the global ecosystem, the “homes” of national
communities, local regions, cities and towns and
non-human organisms and biotic communities,
as well as the homes of individuals and families.
A good “home” for people is not only a matter
of architecture and town planning; it is one in
which they have security, can realize their potential to augment life, can assert themselves without
fear of retribution, and can govern themselves.
Homes are the condition for genuine communities and for living a fulling life by augmenting the
life of these communities. A successful precursor
to such politics was the policy of ‘folkhemmet’ of
the Swedish Social Democratic Party from 1932
to 1976 — conceiving society as the ‘people’s
home’ with no unwanted stepchildren.

AK: What is strong democracy, and how
can it counteract the concentration of power
in the hands of global corporations?
AG: Strong democracy is a term coined by Benjamin Barber based on his study of Switzerland.
It is associated with taking the notion of citizenship very seriously, requiring adult members of
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communities to take responsibility for the future
of their communities and participate in their governance. It requires education, institutions and
media to achieve the required wisdom to perform
this function properly. It is best achieved through
a federal structure which decentralizes power as
much as possible, but requires more local communities to take seriously the common good of
broader communities. Essentially, it is democratic
federalism. This can be extended to the whole of
humanity, and the biotic communities of which
humans are part, including Gaia. Strong democracy involves the subordination of markets to these
communities. The localization of political power
and economic processes and decision-making
wherever possible would allow people to more
easily identify exploitation and oppression and
eliminate them. The struggle for this is a struggle
against the global corporatocracy and their political allies, and should be waged as a struggle for
liberation to prevent global ecological destruction.

AK: What could it mean to create an ecological civilization as the successor to agricultural and industrial civilizations? What
do you mean by saying that to call for an
ecological civilization is to call for a more
democratic transformation?
AG: The Chinese refer to agricultural civilization, industrial civilization, political civilization
and ecological civilization. For Chinese theorists
of ecological civilization, these have always been
part of civilization in a broader sense. Traditionally, the Chinese had a more developed ecological
civilization than most other civilizations. Industrial civilization, massively advanced in the West
and exported from there around the world, has
seen a decay of ecological civilization. The new
global ecological civilization will involve recognizing that this is the most important component
of civilization, the condition for all other ‘civilizations,’ requiring the subordination of industrial
civilization to ecological concerns. On a global
scale, it involves a change in understanding of
the relationship between countries and regions.
Despite the League of Nations and the United
Nations, modernity has been characterized by a
struggle for hegemony between rival great powers. Ecological civilization as a quest involves the
development of a global civilization allowing for
diversity, with trans-culturalism rather than the
cultural uniformity or multiculturalism. Diversity is valued, but it is assumed that diverse cultures
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should respect and learn from each other, and
criticize each other. This is the essence of the Chinese notion of harmony and it is radically different from current civilization, although there are
elements in current civilization foreshadowing it
(ultimately deriving from the influence of Rousseau and Herder).

AK: What could you say about humanity —
its relation to Gaia organization and its potential for cooperation, and creativity, from
local communities to global civilization?
Does humankind have a unique role in the
evolution of global life? What role does the
dialectic of culture play in the process of
evolution?
AG: Most organisms are social in some degree
and in symbiotic relation to diverse other species.
According to biosemioticians, it is signs able to
constrain activities that make these possible. Humans are uniquely social and capable of symbiosis by virtue of their much more complex forms
of semiosis associated with culture, consisting of
the dialectics of representation operating primarily through language, the dialectics of recognition
operating primarily through institutions, and the
dialectics of labor operating through technologies. The most under-appreciated dialectic is that
of recognition. Since recognition can only be
gained through recognizing the significance of
others, this dialectic impels a concern for others
and the common good. These dialectics are components of each other without being reducible
to each other and have an immanent tendency
to extend themselves, according significance to
more and more people as people strive for mutual
recognition, deepening comprehension as people
struggle to orient themselves, and advancing liberty as people struggle to control their destinies.
Such recognition, comprehension and liberty
are not merely subjective matters but have been
progressively embodied in institutions, organizations and technology. Human sociality facilitated
by culture has the potential through such cultural
dialectics to encompass the whole of humanity and to extend beyond humanity to recognize
the significance and intrinsic value of other life
forms, including ecosystems and Gaia itself. Gaia
can be seen as reaching its fullest understanding
of itself and thereby its capacity to augment the
conditions of its existence through these cultural
processes, although these cultural processes can
also pose a threat to Gaia.
© Ecopoiesis, 2020

AK: What relation do you see between sustainable development and the globalization
of the economy? Can the global economy as
it is defined now be sustainable at all?
AG: The current form of the globalized economy
has disempowered local communities and is characterized by massive concentrated power in a global ruling class of managers based in transnational
corporations. These power relations are inimical to
achieving sustainable development. What are now
required are institutions that can re-embed markets in communities, making markets serve the
ends of these communities rather than enslaving
communities to the logic of disembedded markets,
manipulated to serve the interests of these global
power elites. A global economy is unavoidable, but
it needs to be radically transformed and economic
life re-localized as much as possible.

AK: What are the ethics and politics of ecopoiesis? Is it possible to create a global civilization that empowers people to augment
their ecological communities?
AG: The ethics and politics of ecopoiesis involve
the claim that a good, fulfilling life is achieved by
living to augment life. Once this is understood,
the opposition between self-interest and morality
can be overcome. Our ‘homes’ should be providing the conditions to develop our full potential to
augment the life of our human and broader biotic
communities, and the struggle for life should be
seen as the struggle to augment these homes and
thereby our power to augment life. This is what
liberty is all about, not freedom from constraints
to exploit others and consume endlessly. The goal
of politics should be to uphold and advance such
liberty. The first condition for achieving liberty is
having a clear idea of what we should be aiming at,
and then working out how to achieve these ultimate ends. Ecological thinking, granting a central
place to ecopoiesis, allows us not only to define
our ends but to rethink how to go about achieving
these ends through augmenting the conditions
for the life and liberty of others, providing them
with the niches where they themselves can work
towards these ends, rather than reducing others
to predictable instruments.

AK: Do you believe that conceptions of
what humans are are at the core of cultures
and that redefining humanity from the ecopoiesis perspective could help to resolve the
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major cultural, social and political conflicts
within civilization?
AG: This I do believe. That conceptions of humans
are the core of cultures became evident through
comparative studies of cultures via history and
anthropology. The current dominant conception
of humans tacitly accepting a form of Cartesian
dualism leads people to see nature as simply there
to be controlled, or occasionally, to function as
pleasant spectacles. An ecopoietic perspective
situates us within nature, appreciating ourselves
as components of the homes of others, both human and non-human, including huge numbers
of micro-organisms which make up a significant
part of our biomass and without which our bodies could not function. It forces us to appreciate
our dependence on the life of ecosystems and to
appreciate that we ourselves are part of the homes
of others, and that living virtuously augments the
homes of other members of our communities and
augments the life of these communities.

AK: You claim that ethics is absolutely central to confronting the global ecological crisis. Meeting this crisis really involves a major
transformation of culture, most importantly
the culture promoted by defective forms of
science such as mainstream economics, but
also assumptions about what humans are
and what is their place in nature embodied
within and reproduced by social practices.
Do you mean that people’s reflection upon
themselves and their culture will enable them
to change the way they live on this planet?
AG: Reflection by people on themselves and their
culture is clearly needed. It is astonishing how
people tacitly accept thoroughly debasing notions
of humans and life from economists, psychologists
and biologists without being horrified by their implications. However, there is another dimension to
this reflection that makes it more complex. These
notions can be embodied in practices and institutionalized without people acknowledging their
beliefs. These tacitly held beliefs are then manifest
in how they live and act, despite what they claim

to believe. Even when people purport to be environmentalists, they often do not act as though
mass destruction of ecosystems is of paramount
importance because, tacitly, they have been inculcated in a scientific materialist conception of
the world according to which all this is “creative
destruction,” an inevitable aspect of evolutionary
progress engendered by the competitive struggle
for survival. From this perspective, to protect the
weak, whether endangered species, ecosystems,
communities or people by attempting to constrain
the strong, is unnatural. To believe that it is even
possible is naïve. To free themselves from these
deep assumptions, people will have to learn how
to question and reveal the possibility of replacing
embodied beliefs, thereby transforming themselves, their real orientation to life and thereby
their institutions and the way they organize themselves. This is what is required to transform society and civilization, not simply changing who occupies the positions of power.

AK: Since 2009, you have served as a consultant at the Research Office for Ecological Civilization, Beijing, China. Could you
please comment on what this involves?
AG: It has involved attending a few conferences in
China and occasionally emailing people associated
with this office with suggestions, sometimes quite
practical. For instance, when I found how much
greenhouse emissions were produced by China’s
use of Portand cement, two billion tons of CO2 a
year, I promoted the use of geopolymer cement.
It also involves elaborating the idea of ecological civilization. Last year I hosted a Ph.D. student
from Beijing working on the notion of ecological
civilization. I was invited this year to a conference
at the Party School on ecological civilization, but
this has been cancelled because of COVID-19.
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