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THE TASK OF ECOPOIESIS

EDITORIAL:

The underlying premise of our work at the Eco-
poiesis  journal is that we are in the midst of an 
environmental crisis. Without intending to, we 
have transformed the world and everything in 
it into a wasteland. Climate change is only one 
aspect of this transformation. In addition to the 
fires and floods which rising temperatures have 
occasioned, we have destroyed countless other 
species of living beings. Furthermore, pollution 
is everywhere: in the water we drink, the air we 
breathe, the earth we stand on. When we see all 
this, we can understand why, in his interview 
in this issue, Michael Marder goes so far as to 
say that the world itself has become a  dump. 
No wonder that eco-grief is something we all 
experience.
Are human beings an essentially destructive spe-
cies? Is it our nature to act in such a way that the 
earth is to be regarded only as an object for the 
satisfaction of our own needs? Clearly, not all 
societies have engaged in this kind of destruc-
tive behavior. Indigenous cultures, in particular, 
seem for the most part to have a harmonious rela-
tionship with the world around them. Moreover, 
there are many places in the world where indi-
viduals and communities have struggled to live in 
a mutually beneficial way with their environment. 
Conservation, permaculture, and many other 
practises aim to remedy the destruction. Climate 
activists all over the world are engaged in protest 
against it. Even nation-states recognize the prob-
lem and claim to remedy it, though often in ways 
that are too little and too late.  
None of this would be possible if humanity 
were itself the problem. it must be social and 
historical change that has produced this result. 
Hierarchy, colonialism and patriarchy all are 
part of this development. Yet it would be a mis-
take to attempt to engage in a transvaluation of 
values in which we aim to return to a  state of 
purity in which complete equality exists. This 
is the fantasy of a  state of nature unmarred by 
civilization. In fact, human beings are cultural 
animals. Unlike other species, they are not pre-
adapted to a specific environment. In order for 
them to exist, they have to transform the world 
about them. This is both their burden and their 

gift: a burden because it requires work to make 
nature into a  habitat, a  gift because it means 
we can adapt to changing conditions and can 
respond creatively to the change.
The question arises, what could be our creative 
response to the destruction of the environment 
today? Contributors to the Ecopoiesis journal are 
based in diverse artistic, therapeutic and edu-
cational practices. There is something in both 
therapy and art-making that runs counter to 
the practices of domination characteristic of our 
epoch, as the contributions to the current issue 
show. It seems to us that the common denomi-
nator is the practice of poiesis  The term itself is 
taken from the Greek and was used to mean the 
act of making. In this sense, human beings are 
poietic beings. We must make our world; we do 
not find it waiting for us. Even technology was 
thought of as a poietic activity. Heidegger points 
out that techne and poiesis were originally inter-
twined. However, when technology is separated 
from the poietic act it becomes a form of domina-
tion of the other.
If you look at the therapeutic relationship, we 
see that change occurs not when therapists have 
an agenda that they force on to clients but when 
they frame the encounter in such a way that cli-
ents find their own way to be with their suffer-
ing. This requires a letting-go on the part of the 
therapist, similarly to Heidegger’s sense of Sein-
lassen  (letting-be) as an alternative to techno-
logical domination. In the same way, the artist 
cannot force the work to emerge. The first step in 
art-making is to engage in a receptive attitude so 
that whatever comes can find its own form. Arts 
therapists are drawn to their practice because 
they find this quality of receptivity in both ther-
apy and art.
Receptivity is essential to both art,  therapy, and 
education, but it needs to be supplemented by 
a more active relationship. We could call the two 
modes “holding” and “shaping.” Shaping is the 
response to what emerges, helping it find its own 
form. This is the aesthetic responsibility of arts 
therapists, to shape the session in such a way that 
clients find their own response to what emerges. 
The aesthetic response is one in which clients are 
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moved with what they make. It is an encounter 
with beauty, not in the sense of a  form that one 
beholds from a distance in a disinterested man-
ner, but rather a  bodily-affective experience of 
what has emerged.
The poet Hölderlin wrote, “Poetically we dwell 
upon the earth.” It is the task of  ecopoiesis  to 

reclaim this poetic way of dwelling. Our hope is 
that the Ecopoiesis journal will contribute to this 
task. Let our journal foresee the dawn of Pardes 
Ecopoiesis and those who follow it be like Akiva, 
who was the only one of the four who entered 
paradise and returned unscathed.

Stephen K  Levine, Co-Editor-In-Chief
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ECOCIVILIZATION AND ECOPOIESIS:  
CREATING A PEACEFUL WORLD ORDER

ARRAN Gare
Assoc. Prof., Philosophy and Cultural Inquiry, Swinburne University 
of Technology (Hawthorn, Australia)

 
Abstract Based on research on cultural evolution, the Russian/American scientist and historian Peter Turchin argues that 

10,000 years of warfare have actually made humans more cooperative and more able to coordinate their activities. In 
doing so, warfare has paved the way for a peaceful world. Despite many reasons for pessimism, the author of the article 
defends Tuchin’s claim, arguing the threat of global ecological destruction provides the incentive to further develop 
our capacity for cooperation, not only through international relations, but through the way we organize societies and 
its institutions and the built-up environments we create. To coordinate the quest for a peaceful, ecologically sustainable 
world order, or ‘ecological civilization’, we need to articulate a new dialogic grand narrative based on ecological rather 
than mechanistic thinking to inspire people to work towards this end. However, for its concrete realization, we need 
to change the way people live, interact with each other, and experience life. To achieve this, we need to focus on our 
built-up environments, how these are designed and built, and what kinds of life and experience they make possible. We 
need to acknowledge the absolutely central place in life to ecopoiesis, the making of households or homes, recognizing 
the contribution to architecture and town planning of the work of Christopher Alexander.

Keywords: ecopoiesis, ecocivilization, human ecology, architecture, morphogenesis

Introduction

The Russian/American evolutionary scientist and 
historian, Peter Turchin, offers an optimistic view 
of the future of humanity, despite the focus of his 
research having been on the pervasiveness of war 
in human history [39]. His argument, presented 
in Ultra Society [40], is that, contrary to the view 
of humans as selfish individuals, the capacity for 
cooperation among humans is far greater than 
any other animal, and despite a  propensity for 
conflict, 10,000 years of war have made mod-
ern humans the greatest co-operators in history. 
Consequently, we are moving towards a  peace-
ful world order. Such optimism seems odd as we 
face ecological catastrophes, the beginnings of 
a  new cold war between China and USA, with 
this conflict largely driven by the quest to ensure 
or block resource and food security in a  world 
that is destroying its resources. These conflicts 
are exacerbated by the reassertion of civilizations 
challenging universal values. With the erosion of 
belief in universal values, Samuel Huntington’s 
predictions of the clash of civilizations are being 

realized [26]. A more plausible scenario than that 
predicted by Turchin might be that the Twen-
ty-First Century will be characterized by increas-
ing conflict and warfare, a breakdown of cooper-
ation and even the collapse of civilization, with 
people struggling to survive in a new regime of 
the global ecosystem no longer ideal for humans.
However, Turchin’s study of history does provide 
reasons for hope. The core concept developed by 
Turchin in Historical Dynamics: Why States Rise 
and Fall  [38] and  War and Peace and War  [39] 
is ‘asabiya’, taken from the Fourteenth Century 
Islamic scholar, Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406), who 
claimed it to be the key to history. Asabiya is the 
capacity of large numbers of people to coordinate 
their activities. Ibn Khaldun saw such cohesion as 
emerging in small tribal societies and being inten-
sified by religious commitment, but then dissolv-
ing as these societies conquered and moved into 
cities. Turchin [38, ch.  4] argued that, histori-
cally, asabiya has developed most fully among 
‘meta-ethnic’ societies living in close proximity 
to powerful societies with very different cultures 
threatening their very existence. Asabiya enabled 
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these communities to survive, expand, conquer 
and create empires consisting of large multieth-
nic territorial states with complex power struc-
tures. However, these empires could survive only 
so long as the asabiya of its core members was 
maintained. This is lost with growing disparities 
of wealth. Rome, initially struggling for survival 
on the edge of Greek civilization, illustrated the 
development of asabiya and the rise and fall of 
such a civilization.
Extending this work in  Ultra Society, Turchin 
shows how empires have generated new forms 
of cooperation associated with greater humanity. 
Summing up the evolution of humanity, Turchin 
wrote:

‘Early in our evolutionary journey we got rid of 
the alpha males who ruled our great ape ances-
tors (and continue to rule chimpanzee and 
gorilla communities)  … For hundreds of thou-
sands of years we lived in societies in which there 
were few distinctions beyond age, gender, and 
earned reputation   Then something happened  
Starting about 10,000 years ago, the egalitarian 
trend reversed  Alpha males came back in the 
guise of god-kings  They oppressed us, enslaved 
us, and sacrificed us on the altars of their blood-
thirsty gods  They filled their palaces with trea-
sures and their harems with he most beautiful 
women in the land  …Fortunately, god-kings 
did not last long  Another great turn followed, 
another trend reversal  …Human sacrifice and 
deified rulers went out of fashion ’ [38, p  21f ]

These observations are not new, but Turchin 
claims that, with the new science of cultural evo-
lution, these developments can be explained: 
‘War is a  force of destructive creation, a  terrible 
means to a remarkable end. And there are reasons 
to believe that eventually it will destroy itself and 
create a new world without war’ [38, p. 22].
The societies that prevailed in these wars were 
characterized by the capacity for complex orga-
nization, and it was developing such organization 
that led to the transcendence of the domineering 
egoism of rulers. This began with the civilizations 
of the Axial Age between 800BCE to 200BCE, 
the era when the great religions were born, and 
has continued since then. Turchin pointed out 
the level of cooperation that has been achieved 
at present, with the international space station 
put in place through the cooperation of USA and 
Russia exemplifying this. It involved the coordi-
nation of people (the work of 3 million people 

years) vastly exceeding anything constructed 
by previous civilizations. Such coordination, 
Turchin argues, is difficult to achieve, and it can 
easily be lost. In another work,  Ages of Discord: 
A Structural-Demographic Analysis of American 
History [40], Turchin described the current state 
of USA with its growing inequality, increasing 
levels of violence and inability of its politicians 
to cooperate as an instance of a  cycle in which 
this ability is being lost.   It appears that without 
threats, asabiya and the capacity for coordination 
of people’s actions, and the trust required for such 
coordination, begin to disintegrate. However, 
it is here that the global ecological crisis, which 
threatens the whole of humanity, could serve to 
revive this asabiya on a  global scale, providing 
the means to coordinate vast numbers of people, 
creating an ecologically sustainable civilization. 
Maintaining this asabiya will require a more egal-
itarian and humane order, from local communi-
ties to the global level, and it is in this way that 
the Ultra Society projected by Turchin could be 
realized.
From ecological culture to ecological civilization
That the global environmental crisis could serve 
to create a peaceful world had been proposed by 
Ivan Frolov at a conference in the Center for His-
tory and Philosophy of Science at Boston Univer-
sity in 1985 (which I attended). Frolov was a very 
influential Marxist philosopher who was closely 
aligned with Mikhail Gorbachev and went on to 
become editor of Pravda. He argued that address-
ing the global ecological crisis could be the basis 
for uniting humanity, ending the cold war and the 
threat of nuclear annihilation.
Frolov, along with other Soviet Marxist philoso-
phers and scientists, were involved in reformu-
lating Marxist philosophy to rethink the role of 
science and technology and the place of ethics 
in society, offering a new synthesis of Marxism, 
science and humanism [8]. In doing so, Frolov 
engaged with both mainstream Western thought, 
dominated by reductionist science, and also West-
ern Marxism. He drew heavily on Marx’s  Eco-
nomic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844  to 
argue that humans should not see themselves as 
separate from nature but as participants within 
it, and to defend Marx’s humanism. He also 
invoked the work of the biogeochemist Vladimir 
Vernadsky and his concepts of the biosphere and 
the noosphere. In an article written with Viktor 
Aleksandrovich Los’ of the Soviet Academy of 
Sciences’ Institute of Philosophy, they argued for 
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the value of nature over and above its economic 
utility and rejected the view that humans should 
dominate nature. The authors suggested that:
‘…under the influence of the crisis nature of the 
developing socioecological situation, man is grad-
ually moving away from the illusion of anthropo-
centrism and rejecting the traditional hegemonis-
tic relationship to nature. His thinking has ceased 
to limit itself to notions centring around needs 
and designs of him and him alone. His activity 
is acquiring an ever-broader biosphere orienta-
tion, and his thinking is drawn to “biocentrism” 
. . . Biospherocentrism assumes an orientation 
of human activity and thinking in directions 
that consider his interests both as subject and as 
object, as man and nature.’ [8, p.16].
In characterizing his own work, Frolov gestured 
towards Marxist-Leninism, but in drawing on 
Marx’s early work, he was much closer to ‘West-
ern Marxists’. What differentiated Frolov’s views 
from these Western Marxists was his refusal to 
accept that science is value free, irrelevant to eth-
ics, and just a means for developing technology. 
His ideas can be better understood as a revival of 
a tradition of radical ideas that developed in Rus-
sia in the first decades of the Twentieth Century, 
particularly in the 1920s. This was associated with 
the radical wing of the Bolsheviks, the Vpered or 
Forward group, inspired by Aleksandr Bogdanov 
and Anatoly Lunacharsky, who became Commis-
sar of Education. These radicals were opposed to 
both capitalism and bureaucracy, that is, rule by 
managers, and argued for the democratic organi-
zation of work rather than for a command econ-
omy [10]. Along with Marx’s social philosophy, 
Bogdanov [5] was strongly influenced by recent 
advances in science and developed a general the-
ory of organization,  Tektology,  designed to pro-
vide the basis for a monistic worldview, allowing 
us to see ourselves as self-organizing participants 
in a self-organizing nature  It was offered not just 
to interpret the world, but to provide workers 
with the means to understand advances in the 
natural sciences, to rethink the human sciences, 
and to redefine their relations to each other and 
to nature [11, 45]. Rejecting the base/superstruc-
ture model of society, Bogdanov characterized 
technology and ideology as different dimensions 
of culture, both involving work. What Bogdanov 
and Lunacharsky were calling for was the creation 
of a new culture, or ‘Proletk’ult’, systematising the 
entire cognitive experience of the past, incorpo-
rating all that was best in previous cultures while 

going beyond them, to be incorporated into 
practices and in the organization of the economy 
and society. It would provide workers, includ-
ing scientists, artists and intellectuals, with the 
means to organize themselves rather than being 
reduced to instruments by a  class of managers 
and technocrats.
This tradition of thought was repressed with the 
advance of Stalinism. However, Lenin had been 
a  strong environmentalist, and there had been 
a strong tradition of the earth sciences, including 
ecology, in pre-revolutionary Russia [43, ch.  1; 
34]. Lenin placed Lunacharsky, an even stron-
ger environmentalist, in charge of protection of 
nature, including nature reserves, leading to the 
flourishing of ecology [43]. The Soviet Union 
led the world in ecological theory at this time, 
incorporating into its thermodynamics as well as 
ideas from Engels’ Dialectics of Nature. Ecologists 
argued that they should have a major role in the 
first five-year plan, determining what kinds of 
economic development were possible and desir-
able. Despite Stalinist suppression, many were 
able to continue their work, further developing 
their radical ideas. [44]. The notion of ‘ecologi-
cal culture’ was developed by these ecologists 
and was widely used from the 1970s onwards 
[20]. The ecologists were reviving the project of 
developing a new culture, giving a central place to 
ecology. In this revival of 1920s ideas, they were 
also aligned with efforts to revive the humanities 
through semiotics. This was given focus by the 
Tartu/Moscow school of semiotics, led initially 
by Juri Lotman, who regarded Mikhail Bakhtin as 
his main source of inspiration [30, p. 29]. These 
are the ideas that Frolov and his colleagues were 
helping to revive.
This notion of ‘ecological culture’ was embraced 
by Qianji Ye, a  Chinese agricultural economist 
scientist working in the Soviet Union at the time. 
In 1984 he published an article in an edition 
of  The Journal of Moscow University  devoted to 
scientific socialism, and in 1987 this was trans-
lated in a Chinese newspaper. The term ‘ecolog-
ical culture’ was translated as ‘ecological civilisa-
tion’ (shengtai wenming). Promoted by Chinese 
environmentalists, in November 2007 ‘ecological 
civilisation’ was incorporated into the Central 
Commission Report to the Chinese Communist 
Party’s 17th National Congress and embraced as 
a central policy objective by the government, and 
in 2012, the Party included the goal of achiev-
ing ecological civilisation in its constitution, and 
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included this goal in its five-year plan. Then, in 
2017, the 19th Congress of the Party called for an 
acceleration of ecological civilisation construc-
tion [25].

Ecological civilization, ecology 
and ecopoiesis

While this commitment to ecological civilization 
expressed recognition of the devastating effects 
of damage to local and global ecosystems and 
the existential threat to humanity of ecological 
destruction, what ‘ecological civilization’ means 
is still not fully defined. Taking the work of ecol-
ogists and climate scientists seriously involves 
recognizing a  threat to the future of the whole 
of humanity. Would this be enough though for 
people around the globe to put aside their own 
short-term interests and coordinate their actions 
on a  vast scale to create an ecological sustain-
able world order? Ecological civilization in its 
more radical interpretation involves elevating 
the standing of ecology and climate science not 
just as objective knowledge of the mechanisms of 
nature, but as a fundamental challenge to main-
stream reductionist science. For mainstream sci-
ence, the universe is ultimately meaningless, with 
everything that happens determined by the laws 
of physics, with organisms being merely machines 
for reproducing DNA through a struggle for sur-
vival and reproduction in a  given environment. 
For the more radical proponents of ecological 
civilization, commitment to ecological civiliza-
tion involves a rejection of this nihilistic science 
and an affirmation of life through science. They 
are working towards a fundamental transforma-
tion in the way humans understand life, includ-
ing themselves their relations to each other, to 
their communities, to humanity and to the rest 
of nature, both theoretically and in their practices 
and institutions. It is an attempt to integrate and 
further develop the traditions of thought inspired 
by the speculative naturalism of Friedrich Schell-
ing, although the importance of Schelling to these 
traditions is seldom appreciated [18].
Ecology, a term coined by Ernst Haeckel in 1866, 
is the study of the ‘homes’ or ‘households’ of 
organisms. It examines how organisms provide 
the conditions for each other, recycling nutri-
ent, transforming the non-living environments 
in the process. Ecology is at the forefront of 
anti-reductionist thinking associated with efforts 

to understand complexity, now recognized as 
necessary to advance science generally. As Rob-
ert Ulanowicz argued in Ecology: The Ascendent 
Perspective:

‘Ecology occupies the propitious middle ground  
… Indeed ecology may well provide a preferred 
theatre in which to search for principles that 
might offer very broad implications for science 
in general  If we loosen the grip of our prejudice 
in favour of mechanism as the general princi-
ple, we see in this thought the first inkling that 
ecology, the sick discipline, could in fact become 
the key to a  radical leap in scientific thought  
A new perspective on how things happen in the 
ecological world might conceivably break the 
conceptual logjams that currently hinder prog-
ress in understanding evolutionary phenomena, 
development biology, the rest of the life sciences, 
and, conceivably, even physics ’ [42, p  6]

According to Ulanowicz and like-minded ecolog-
ical theorists, the development of ecology requires 
an ontology of relational processes according to 
which the most basic existents are patterns of 
activity. From this perspective, ‘things’ or ‘objects’ 
are forms of definiteness or structures continually 
produced by these patterns, which are then con-
strained, but also facilitated by these forms. These 
patterns are to some extent immanent causes of 
themselves with their own particular logic, but 
only exist in relation to other patterns, being 
dependent on them while resisting their logic. 
As Kant and then Schelling argued, are actively 
maintaining and developing their forms against 
the forces of their environments, while being 
totally dependent on their environments for 
nutrients and other conditions of their existence. 
Ecosystems are patterns of interacting organisms, 
ranging from cells to the totality of life on Earth, 
interacting in such a way that they preserve and 
develop the environmental conditions for their 
survival and further development.
Major advances in ecology involved appreciating 
the importance of symbiosis in evolution, and 
the role of life in geological processes, including 
soil formation and changes in the atmosphere, 
and the central role of thermodynamics in com-
prehending biological communities, or as they 
were later called, ecosystems. Dialecticians and 
complexity theorists focussed on the dynamic 
and temporary nature of any balance of forces 
in these systems. More recently, hierarchy the-
orists have shown the essential role of enabling 
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constraints in all these processes, as for instance, 
where constraints of grammar etc. make it pos-
sible for humans to communicate in far more 
complex ways than other animals. Another devel-
opment has been associated with the advance of 
biosemiotics, including ecosemiotics, according 
to which life is essentially the action of signs [7]. 
Kalevi Kull [29] argues that the bonds in ecosys-
tems are semiotic bonds. All this has been inter-
preted through hierarchy theory as particular 
forms of constraints and constraining activity 
[36]. Ecological concepts have been generalized, 
so organisms have themselves been characterized 
as highly integrated ecosystems, and the Earth 
itself as a  complex ecosystem reproducing the 
conditions for life. Vernadsky’s notion of the bio-
sphere has been revived and strengthened, with 
Lovelock characterizing the global ecosystem as 
‘Gaia’. The notion of the noosphere was reformu-
lated by the Russian/Estonian cultural theorist 
Juri Lotman, building on the work of the Bakh-
tin school, as the semiosphere. Utilizing Peircian 
semiotics, all of life on Earth was characterized by 
Jesper Hoffmeyer [24] as the semiosphere, with 
human culture as characterized by Lotman’s more 
limited notion of the semiosphere interpreted as 
a major component of this broader semiosphere. 
Ecology has been extended to the study of human 
societies. The development of hierarchy theory, 
non-linear thermodynamics and other advances 
in complexity theory, and the integration of Peir-
cian biosemiotics and the Tartu-Moscow tradi-
tion of semiotics focussing on the semiotics of 
culture [30], have provided the basis for advanc-
ing human ecology where it can subsume geog-
raphy, economics, sociology and culturology [19, 
199ff.].
All this radically changes how evolution and 
development are understood. It can no lon-
ger be understood as organisms being selected 
in competitive struggles for survival in a  given 
environment. Organisms survive by creating and 
augmenting the conditions for their continued 
existence. To survive in an environment consist-
ing of both living and non-living processes, they 
must be able to find a niche, but in doing so, they 
modify these niches. The most successful organ-
isms are those which augment their niches and 
create new niches both for themselves and for 
other organisms which, in developing, further 
augment the environment and thereby the health 
and resilience of their biotic communities. Such 
niches provide the conditions for the emergence 

of new processes and new forms of life, associated 
with new constants.
This can be seen in the morphogenesis of multi-
celled organisms, which can be understood as 
highly integrated ecosystems. The developing 
embryo generates a biofield which provides the 
conditions for the emergence of more specific 
biofields which constrain cells to differentiate 
into various organs, each partially autonomous 
but being semiotically constrained in the envi-
ronment of the whole organism [22]. In this 
process the embryo develops the form of a func-
tioning adult. The most important aspect of this 
development is that there is emergence of new 
patterns of activities or processes that are con-
strained so they do not destroy each other but 
are adapted to each other and augment the con-
ditions for each other. As Ho [23] pointed out, 
the stability of organisms depends on all the 
parts being informed, participating and acting 
appropriately to maintain the whole in such 
a way that the global cohesion and local freedom 
are maximized. Each part is as much in control 
as it is sensitive and responsive. The same mor-
phogenetic processes are involved not only in the 
development of plants and animals, but also in 
forests and ecosystems generally.
Ecosystems become increasingly complex and 
diverse as new niches are created and new organ-
isms establish themselves and evolve within these 
niches, creating new living forms. Life develops in 
ecosystems, including organisms, through a pro-
cess of ecopoiesis, that is, household/home-mak-
ing, providing the conditions for components to 
emerge and develop, which then provide the con-
ditions for new levels of creative emergence.

Ecopoiesis and human culture

It is through such evolution that the global ecosys-
tem evolved to eventually provide the conditions 
for the evolution of humans, with their much 
more complex forms of semiosis characterized 
as ‘culture’ [30, 32].   Defining culture through 
Peircian semiosis involves recognizing a  num-
ber of different dimensions. While such semiosis 
involves the capacity to construct stories and pro-
duce abstract forms of thinking, including math-
ematics and science, these are grounded in and 
intimately related to practical activities, and even 
more basically, to morphogenesis. Morphogenesis 
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is ‘vegetative semiosis’, the development of the 
forms of organisms based on inherited signs or 
information [28]. Such morphogenesis is an 
interpretant of the environment the organism has 
to engage with. Vegetative semiosis is the condi-
tion for organisms to act on the basis of signs in 
its environment, that is, for animal semiosis. This 
is the condition for the development of symbolic 
semiosis associated with humans. The symbolic 
dimension of semiosis facilitates reflexivity and 
the highly developed capacity of humans to see 
the world from the perspective of others and 
to reflect upon themselves and their own and 
others’ beliefs as a  consequence [6]. They have 
not only  Umwelten  or surrounding worlds, but 
also Mitwelten or ‘with worlds’, shared with others 
and experienced as being shared, and  Eigenwel-
ten or self-worlds, people’s selves and their expe-
riences reflected on by them from the perspective 
of others [16]. It is these highly developed forms 
of semiosis that facilitate the extremely complex 
forms of cooperation that Turchin referred to.
The most obvious developments of culture are 
associated with the development of technologies 
from primitive tools to modern information tech-
nology and, facilitated by technologies of com-
munication, the development of new discourses, 
from the elaboration of myths to the development 
of art, religion, philosophy, mathematics, history 
and drama, then science and various literary 
genres. The evolution of these has been associated 
with the development of institutions, based on 
differentiated and defined roles for people though 
which they are accorded recognition and gain 
their identities. This is the basis for co-ordina-
tion of people’s actions in complex organizations 
and projects. All these can be seen as part of the 
human environment, being components of their 
‘households’ or ‘homes’, understood very broadly 
and including the ‘households’ of communities at 
different scales and the forms of communication 
and ways of living and thinking required for their 
functioning. It is these cultural developments 
that have enabled humans to advance to an eco-
logical understanding of the world. Developed 
through complexity theory and biosemiotics, this 
has made it possible to appreciate the reality and 
significance of life and to overcome the opposi-
tions between the sciences and the humanities. 
It enables humans to understand their place and 
role in ecosystems, including the global ecosys-
tem, upholding Aldo Leopold’s dictum that: 
‘A  thing is right when it tends to preserve the 

integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic com-
munity. It is wrong when it tends otherwise’ [31, 
p. 224f.].
These advances in ecology, along with geology 
and climate science, provide a life affirming worl-
dview that could both mobilize people and enable 
them to coordinate their actions and lives in new 
ways to constrain the destructive egoism of power 
elites, but also enable people to discover and inter-
pret signs enabling them to reconstruct the his-
tory of life on earth, and to understand the driving 
forces behind the destructive trajectory of mod-
ern civilization and the damage it is causing [14]. 
Ecology is providing new directions in agricul-
ture and industry. However, so long as economic 
actors, including corporations, are in competi-
tion with each other in an unconstrained global 
market, taking these new directions is extremely 
difficult. Ecological economics and human ecol-
ogy offer different policy guidelines for govern-
ments to provide more favourable environments 
for such efforts [15]. The problem at present is 
that current governments, largely under the con-
trol of a global corporatocracy based in transna-
tional corporations and committed to even fur-
ther concentrating wealth and power, are doing 
their best to eliminate challenges to mainstream 
economics, which is still dominated by a Hobbes-
ian conception of humans. Ecology provides new 
directions for thinking about politics, upholding 
a view of humanity as communities of communi-
ties and supporting multi-level federalism with as 
much decentralization of power as possible, and 
for reviving educational and research institutions 
and providing a  challenge both to mainstream 
economics and the domination of discourses by 
economists [15, 17, 19]. At a more immediately 
practical level, work is being undertaken to show 
how ecological thinking can transform business 
management and education practices [27]. Coor-
dinating all these developments is an emerging 
new dialogical grand narrative of ecological civ-
ilization, upholding a new vision of the future to 
aspire to [19].
Creating this civilization involves educating peo-
ple to be committed to and to work for the com-
mon good of their communities, who can then 
find and develop niches or homes where they can 
live, develop and actualize their creative poten-
tial to augment life. Developing or transforming 
institutions is clearly central to this, along with 
the development of people’s virtues and charac-
ter. However, equally important is the kinds of 
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built-up environments humans create for them-
selves. Largely overlooked by environmentalists, 
the issues involved in such morphogenesis high-
lights all other dimensions of what is involved in 
creating an ecological civilization, and it is these 
I will focus on, drawing on the work of the archi-
tectural and town planning theorist, Christopher 
Alexander.

Architecture and town planning 
as ecopoiesis

When environmentalists consider architecture 
and town planning, they focus on energy effi-
ciency, recycling, waste management and other 
technical issues. For the architectural and town 
planning theorist, Christopher Alexander, this 
exemplifies the very limited, instrumentalist 
and mechanist thinking associated with Tay-
lorist managerialism. Alexander [1, p.  6] argues 
the problems are much deeper than environ-
mentalists have acknowledged, characterizing 
the discipline of architecture based on Taylorist 
managerialism in which workers are reduced to 
mere instruments as ‘a mass psychosis of unprec-
edented dimension, in which the people... have 
created a  form of architecture which is against 
life, insane, image-ridden, hollow.’ Our built-up 
environments are far more than machines for liv-
ing, as Le Corbusier characterized them. They are 
humanity’s contribution to the morphogenesis of 
nature and should be evaluated accordingly, and 
currently, this morphogenesis is awry. This could 
be a major factor standing in the way of mobiliz-
ing people to effectively face up to and deal with 
ecological problems.
To begin with, Alexander considered what makes 
buildings beautiful. If people are honest, they can 
see that modernist and postmodernist architec-
ture is not beautiful. It is oppressive and ugly. 
Alexander sought to understand why. Beauty is 
not a  mere subjective sense, but is objectively 
in the world, he claimed. It is a  quality of real-
ity that most people have no difficulty appreciat-
ing. While some people can be blind to beauty, 
Alexander provided evidence to show that in 
most cases, all people will agree on what counts 
as beautiful. What we experience as beautiful, 
Alexander argued, is also what we recognize to be 
more alive, and conducive to life, and accordingly 
he identified beauty with what we experience as 
more alive, redefining life in doing so.

Initially, Alexander was concerned with what it 
is about built-up environments and works of art 
that make them beautiful, and on this basis, pro-
duced a number of patterns to provide architects 
with the means to produce beautiful buildings. 
However, in the first volume of his four volume 
major work on the nature of order, The Phenom-
enon of Life [1], Alexander went on to argue that 
it is necessary to characterize life as such, so that 
what we take to be built-up forms which are 
more alive and therefore more beautiful can be 
seen as merely particular forms of life. Life, he 
argued, springs from wholeness. It is wholeness 
consisting of centres that augment each other so 
that each centre enlivens the other centres. He 
identified structures that appear in things that 
do have life such as levels of scale, strong centres, 
boundaries, alternating repetition, positive space, 
good shape, local symmetries, deep interlock and 
ambiguity, contrast, gradients, roughness, echoes, 
simplicity and inner calm, and not-separateness. 
It is the absence of these features, he argued, that 
accounts for the felt lack of life and beauty in 
much of modern (and postmodern) architecture.
In the second volume of this work,  The Process 
of Creating Life  [2, 13] Alexander argued that it 
is not these forms as such that are alive, but the 
processes by which they are generated. It is not 
the design that gives life to human products, but 
rather the processes by which they are produced. 
The focus of this volume is on process; a partic-
ular kind of process — the process of ‘unfolding 
from the whole.’ The features of living structures 
emerge from the unfolding of the whole accord-
ing to the following principle: ‘[A]t each moment 
in the emergence of a  system, the system tends 
(“prefers”) to go in that direction which intensifies 
the already existing centres in the wholeness in just 
such a  fashion that the new centres reinforce and 
intensify the LARGER configuration or wholeness 
which existed before ’  [2, p.  47]. Such unfolding 
is characterized by structure preserving trans-
formations. Development involves augmenting 
rather than obliterating the structures that already 
exists, both within the individual developing pro-
cess and in its environment. This can be seen 
in the morphogenesis of organisms and in the 
development of buildings, towns, cities and civili-
zations. Structure preserving transformations are 
a defining feature of living morphogenesis.
In a later essay [3, p. 18], Alexander argued that 
such morphogenesis necessarily involves sustain-
ability. As he put it:
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‘At each moment of its unfolding, this deep adap-
tation is going on  In what we call Nature, the 
beauty of the Earth — another word for its sus-
tainability — comes only from this kind of pro-
cess  Something very similar is necessarily true 
of towns and buildings, too  The subtle, efficient, 
and tender adaptation that makes a place har-
monious, useful, and dear to our hearts comes 
from morphogenesis  Incorporating the beauty 
of the Earth into building construction and in 
the making of towns and villages can only come 
from some version of a  similar morphogenetic 
process ’

Building in such a  way in inimical to Taylorist 
managerialism. Taylorism replaces the natural 
and organic processes that relies on judgment, 
participation, and common sense, with rigidly 
applied rules and codification of tasks and func-
tions, producing the modern organization with 
its machine-like repetition of processes that 
increase efficiency. Taylorism involves dissociat-
ing the labour process from skills, craftsmanship, 
tradition and knowledge, separating conception 
from execution and monopolizing knowledge to 
control the labour process. In opposition to this, 
Alexander argued that the architect and workers 
involved in the actual building should not have 
a  rigid plan of the finished product but overall 
guidance while collectively engaged in working 
out what is required to advance the building. All 
those involved need to appreciate the ends to be 
achieved, working out what it will be like to live 
or work in such buildings and how this fits in with 
the environment of the building, including other 
buildings, the rest of nature and the activities of 
those living in this environment. This requires 
the cultivation of a ‘feel for the whole’, and being 
continuously guided by this is the condition for 
the final product being beautiful. Alexander pro-
claimed [3, p. 19]:

‘This is a  completely different way of thinking 
about building, and planning, and architec-
ture, and ecology  It is a  way of thinking that 
acknowledges the wisdom of the naturalists, 
and makes central your own love and respect 
for all that lives  It is something very clear  It is 
hard to do  It is profoundly worth fighting for  
This conception is larger than the present nar-
row view of sustainability as a  technology of 
resource counting  The cycle of reuse can indeed 
be part of a sustainable world; the cycle of atten-
tion to land, in such a way that it bears fruit, 
replenishes itself, can be a part of sustainability 

thinking  But the world must also sustain us in 
our existence, sustain animals, sustain plants, 
sustain water, sustain wind, sustain society  All 
that can come only from a broad philosophy in 
which we see renewal as the foundation of every 
creative act and every creative process ’

Understanding building as morphogenesis within 
nature but distinctively human automatically 
commits builders to aspire to sustainability, but 
in a much broader sense [3, p. 19]:

‘This view of sustainability is not a technocratic, 
money-inspired, soulless use of gadgets and their 
production  It is rather a truly visionary and sci-
entifically sensible view of how Nature unfolds, 
and that extends to insist that our settlements 
must unfold in the same way that Nature does  
But since it is architecture with Nature, not 
Nature alone, that unfolds, it produces types of 
geometric structures that are unique to build-
ings and human beings, still “natural,” still pro-
foundly helpful to the beauty of the Earth, and 
still always preserving the deep structure of the 
surface of the Earth ’

Beautiful built-up environments are both the 
product of and are conducive to the vitality of 
communities, Alexander argued. The feeling for 
the whole, and the sense of wholeness involved 
in making the world more beautiful, is a  feeling 
for life. Alexander further argues that ‘feeling’ 
should not be regarded as merely subjective or 
equated with emotion: ‘It is a  feeling in the sin-
gular, which comes from the whole,’ he explained. 
‘It arises in us, but it originates in the wholeness 
which is actually there. The process of respecting 
and extending and creating the whole, and the 
process of using feeling, are one and the same. 
Real feeling, true feeling, is the experience of the 
whole’ [2, p. 371]. Production is ‘unfolding from 
the whole.’ It is associated with care for existing 
centres of life, producing so that what is pro-
duced augments what is already alive. It is this, 
Alexander points out, which makes building into 
structure-preserving transformations consisting 
of centres that augment each other, forming hier-
archies of patterns of centres.
Alexander emphasizes the far-reaching nature of 
the revolution in thought and practice he has been 
calling for, not only for architecture but also for 
society. He promises to regenerate life by engag-
ing people in designing and building beautiful 
environments, reviving their social spaces and 
their institutions to enrich their lives and their 
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appreciation of beauty. Involving people in this 
way requires of them that they come to under-
stand in a  practical way a  cosmology that vali-
dates their experiences of beauty and life. If this 
project is successful, people will dwell within the 
world in a different way and again be aligned with 
life. With revived communities, they will also be 
empowered to further the interests of life. Alex-
ander calls for the slow improvement of all social 
processes in this way. He argues we can define 
the ultimate function of society as ‘generating 
a healed structure in the world through morpho-
genetic processes-and that this primary function 
is to allow us, the members of society, to adjust 
progressively all the small processes in such a way 
that individually, and together, they will more 
and more effectively create a  living world. This 
is identified with the quest for freedom because 
‘it is the shape-creating, organization generating, 
aspect of process which ultimately allows people 
to do what they want, what they desire, what they 
need, and what is deeply adapted to life as it is 
lived and to experience as it is felt. Alexander is 
concerned to overcome the division between the 
public and private and to recreate or revive those 
spaces and institutions that-in the past mediated 
between individuals and the State. This is associ-
ated with efforts to revive communities, institu-
tions and organizations as self-governing without 
hierarchies of managers. That is, through archi-
tecture, Alexander is addressing the atomization 
of society and the corrosion of public life, insti-
tutions, and organizations that have undermined 
real democracy and transformed the public into 
self-centred egoists striving to define themselves 
through ever increasing levels of consumption, 
manipulated by demagogues and public relations 
experts to reproduce the social order that contin-
ues to render their lives precarious, increasingly 
meaningless and ecologically destructive.
Alexander can be criticised for his almost blan-
ket condemnation of modern architecture, and 
for romanticizing the past. This does not under-
mine the value of what he is claiming, and with-
out these extreme judgements, the relevance 
of Alexander’s work for the quest for ecological 
civilization becomes more evident. The best illus-
tration of bad architecture and town planning 
is in USA, particularly Los Angeles, and it is in 
USA that the destructive effects of bad architec-
ture and town planning on communities and the 
associated impoverishment of cultural life have 
been most evident (Sennett 2018). Along with the 

expansion of Taylorist managerialism, extended 
through what George Ritzer (1998) characterized 
as the McDonaldization of the economy, built-up 
environments have played a  major role in the 
slow disintegration of the capacity for coordi-
nated action by Americans, as shown by Turchin 
(2016b). This is manifest in the almost com-
plete failure of USA to face up to and deal with 
greenhouse gases and ecological destruction. As 
is evident from the essays in Timothy Beatley’s 
anthology  Green Cities of Europe  (2012), many 
European cities, respecting older concerns with 
beauty and less influenced by Taylorism, have 
maintained community life and consequently 
have been far more successful at moving towards 
ecological sustainability.

Conclusion

I have tried to show here that a culture incorpo-
rating the notion of ecopoiesis can orient people 
to achieve new levels of coordination in their 
activities so that the full development of people 
will work towards the common good of human-
ity, and ultimately, of the health of the global 
ecosystem. The global ecological crisis provides 
a strong motivation for undertaking this funda-
mental transformation of culture, and thereby the 
way people live and how they participate in the 
morphogenesis of nature. The emerging grand 
narrative of ecological civilization should facil-
itate this coordination to identify specific goals, 
altering the way politics is understood, interna-
tionally, nationally and locally. This will involve 
democratising the management of institutions, 
decentralizing power and eliminating Taylorist 
managerialism, and altering the way we educate 
the young. And to facilitate all these changes, 
moving towards this future will involve chang-
ing the way we work and build, and the kinds of 
built-up environments we produce; that is, our 
contribution to the morphogenesis of nature.
While there are clearly huge challenges in real-
izing this new civilization, the possibility of 
doing so becomes more plausible when seen in 
broad historical perspective. As Turchin showed, 
despite what looks like a history of endless war-
fare, there has been irregular progress towards 
more humane and more peaceful organization of 
societies. The current global ecological crisis has 
generated a  global environmentalist movement 
strengthened by advances in post-reductionist 
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science, integrated by ecology, aligning science 
with the humanities, which is now being reformu-
lated through semiotics, aligning it with advances 
in ecology. It could mobilize enough people to 
create this new civilization, incorporating these 

ideas into their social relations, institutions, 
technology and built-up environments, altering 
the way people understand themselves and their 
goals, achieving the peaceful world order pre-
dicted by Turchin.

References

 1. Alexander, C. (2002a). The nature of order, Book One: The phenomenon of life  Berkeley: Centre for Environmental Structure.
 2. Alexander, C. (2002b). The nature of order: The process of creating life: Book Two  Berkeley: The Center for Environmental 

Structure.
 3. Alexander, C. (2007/2008). Sustainability and morphogenesis: The rebirth of a living world. The Structurist, 47/48, 12–19
 4. Beatley, T. (ed). (2012). Green cities of Europe: Global lessons on green urbanism  Washington: Island Press.
 5. Bogdanov, A. (1984). Essays in tektology: The general science of organization  Translated by George Gorelik. 2nd ed. Seaside, 

CA: Intersystems Publications.
 6. Deacon, T. W. (1997). The symbolic species: The eco-evolution of language and the brain  New York: Norton.
 7. Emmeche, C. & Kull, K. (eds.) (2011). Towards a semiotic biology: Life is the action of signs. London: Imperial College Press.
 8. Frolov, I. T. and Los’, V. A. (1984). ‘Filosofskie osnovaniia sovremennoi ekologii,’ in Ekologicheskaia propaganda ν SSSR. 

Moscow: Nauka, p. 5–26.
 9. Fromm, E. (ed.) (1965). Socialist humanism. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday.
10. Gare, A. (1993). Soviet environmentalism: The path not taken. Capitalism, Nature, Socialism, 4(3), 69–88.
11. Gare, A. (1994). Aleksandr Bogdanov: Proletkul’t and Conservation. Capitalism, Nature, Socialism, 5(2): 65–94.
12. Gare, A. (2003/2004). Architecture and the global ecological crisis: From Heidegger to Christopher Alexander. The Struc-

turist, 43/44 — special issue: ‘Toward an ecological ethos in art and architecture’, 30–37.
13. Gare, A. (2005/2006). Review of Christopher Alexander, The nature of order: An essay on the art of building and the nature 

of the universe  Book Two: The process of creating life, Berkeley: The Centre for Environmental Structure, 2002, in The Struc-
turist, 45/46, 29–33.

14. Gare, A. (2007). The semiotics of global warming: Combating semiotic corruption. Theory & Science, 9(2), Spring.
15. Gare, A. (2008). Ecological economics and human ecology.’ In: M. Weber (ed.), Handbook of Whiteheadian thought: The-

matic entries I, (p. 161–184). Frankfort: Ontos Verlag, p. 161–184.
16. Gare, A. (2009). Philosophical anthropology, ethics and political philosophy in an age of impending catastrophe. Cosmos 

& History, 5(2), 264–286.
17. Gare, A. (2010). Towards an ecological civilization: The science, ethics and politics of ecopoiesis. Process Studies, 39(1), p. 5–38.
18. Gare, A. (2011). From Kant to Schelling to process metaphysics: On the way to ecological civilization. Cosmos and History, 

7(2), 26–69.
19. Gare, A. (2017). The philosophical foundations of ecological civilization: A manifesto for the future. London: Routledge.
20. Gare, A. (2021). The ecosocialist roots of ecological civilisation. Capitalism, Nature, Socialism, 32(1), 37–55.
21. Getty, J. A., Rittorsporn, G. T. & Zemskov, V. N. (1993). Victims of the Soviet prison system in the pre-war years. American 

Historical Review, 98(4), 1017–1049.
22. Goodwin, B. & Saunders, P. (Eds.) (1989). Theoretical biology: Epigenetic and evolutionary order from complex systems  

Baltimore: John Hopkins University.
23. Ho, M.-W. (1998). On the nature of sustainable economic systems. World Futures, 51, 1998, 199–211.
24. Hoffmeyer, J. (1993). Signs of meaning in the universe. Trans. Barbara J. Haveland, Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
25. Huan, Q. (ed.) (2010). Eco-socialism as politics: Rebuilding the basis of our modern civilisation. Dordrecht: Springer.
26. Huntington, S. P. (1996). The clash of civilizations and the remaking of world order. New York: Simon & Schuster.
27. Knyazeva, H. (2021). Ecological philosophy and its applications: Following Félix Guattari’s tradition. Cosmos and His-

tory, 17(1), 137–158.
28. Kull, K. (2009). Vegetative, animal, and cultural semiosis: The semiotic threshold zones. Cognitive Semiotics, 4, 8–27.
29. Kull, K. (2010). ‘Ecosystems are made of semiotic bonds: Consortia, umwelten, biophony and ecological codes. Biosemiot-

ics, 3, 347–357.
30. Lang, V. and Kull, K. (Eds.) (2014). Estonian approaches to culture theory. Tartu: University of Tartu Press.



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1 © Ecopoiesis, 202216

Arran Gare

31. Leopold, A. (1949). A sand county almanac and sketches here and there. London: Oxford University Press.
32. Magnus, R., & Kull, K. (2011). Roots of culture in the Umwelt. In J. Valsiner (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of culture and 

psychology. New York: Oxford University Press.
33. Margulis, L. & Sagan, D. (1995). What is life? Berkeley: University of California Press.
34. Rispoli, G. (2014). Between ‘biosphere’ and ‘Gaia.’ Earth as a  living organism in Soviet geo-ecology. Cosmos and His-

tory, 10(2), p. 78–91.
35. Ritzer, G. (1998). The McDonaldization thesis: Explorations and extensions. London: Sage.
36. Salthe, S. (2005). The natural philosophy of ecology: Developmental systems ecology. Ecological Complexity, 2, p. 1–19.
37. Sennett, R. (2018). Building and dwelling: Ethics for the city. New York: Farrar, Status and Giroux.
38. Turchin, P. (2003). Historical dynamics: Why states rise and fall  Princeton: Princeton University Press.
39. Turchin, P. (2006). War and peace and war: The rise and fall of empires. New York: Plume.
40. Turchin, P. (2016a). Ultra society: How 10,000 Years of war made humans the greatest cooperators on Earth. Chaplin, Con-

necticut: Beresta.
41. Turchin, P. (2016b). Ages of discord: A structural-demographic analysis of American history  Chaplin, Connecticut: Beresta.
42. Ulanowicz, R. E. (1997). Ecology: The ascendent perspective. New York: Columbia University Press.
43. Weiner, D. R. (1988). Models of nature: ecology, conservation, and cultural revolution in Soviet Russia. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press.
44. Weiner, D. R. (1999). A little corner of freedom: Russian nature protection from Stalin to Gorbachëv. Berkeley: University of 

Chicago Press.
45. White, J. D. (2019). Red Hamlet: The life and ideas of Alexander Bogdanov. Leiden: Brill.

Reference for citations

  Gare, A. (2022). Ecocivilization and ecopoiesis: Creating peaceful world order  Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Prac-
tice, 3(1). [open access internet journal]. — URL: http://ecopoiesis.ru (d/m/y).



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1© Ecopoiesis, 2022 17

УДК: 008

AN ECO-PHENOMENOLOGICAL HERITAGE  
OF PAUL VIRILIO

DREW Burk
Drew Burk is a writer, translator, and editor. He has studied religious and 
political anthropology at the L’Institut d’Etudes Politiques  
in Aix-en-Provence, France and received his MA in Media Philosophy 
and Communication from the European Graduate School. He has translated 
numerous works in contemporary philosophy and theory including work 
by Jean Baudrillard, Gilbert Simondon and Paul Virilio. He is the former 
director of Univocal Publishing and currently the editor of Univocal as 
a Series with the University of Minnesota Press.

Abstract Paul Virilio (1932–2018) was a philosopher, urbanist and architectural critic. He is widely known for his concep-
tion of the “military model” of the growth of modern cities and the evolution of society. He introduced the concept 
of “dromology”, meaning the study of speed as a philosophical category. He is the author of such books as Speed   and 
Politics, The Information Bomb and The Original Accident. The selection of materials incudes the introductory remarks 
by Drew Burk, and an excerpt from Paul Virilio’s series of lectures entitled as “Grey ecology”

Key words: grey ecology, dromology, dromosphere, claustrophobia, art, aesthetics, Vassily Kandinsky, Giuseppe Penone, 
James Turrell, eco-phenomenology, the sacred, sculpting time, Andrei Tarkovsky, chrono-diversity

Preliminary remarks

Some of the themes that concerned Paul Virilio 
during his lectures seem all the more prescient 
15 years later: questions concerning technologi-
cal surveillance, an overall state of claustropho-
bia due to some sort of global catastrophe based 
off the acceleration and speed of technology and 
humanity’s relation to real-time technologies. We 
can certainly experience such anxieties in the era 
of the Covid-Pandemic and the strange blurring 
of reality and fiction within an excess of media at 
our disposal. Virilio readily admitted that technol-
ogy was accelerating at such a rate, that any sort of 
ecology to study humanity’s relation to it, would be 
approximate at best, and so even his long pontif-
ications were only speculative approximations or 
extrapolations. But he left us with some ideas from 
those lectures that merit re-iterating. While the 
title of his lectures in 2007 took the name of Grey 
Ecology, this term would also appear several times 
in the book he was working on completing at that 
time, The University of Disaster. In it, he refers just 
twice to the term “grey ecology”. In both instances 
it is a question of an ecology of distances.  He also 
mentions that he had no intention of actually creat-
ing such a university, rather, it was a merely a book, 
“a message in a bottle cast out to sea.”

Tele-objectivities, tele-
subjectivities, and social media’s 
“communism of affect”

At the time of his lectures, social media as well 
as the Iphone, had only just been invented. While 
Virilio didn’t discuss either of these technical 
objects, the principal focus of his lectures had 
such technologies in mind: namely, humanity’s 
increasing shift to what he saw as an ongoing pro-
cess of “externalization and intersubjective para-
sitism” of affect whereby screen technology would 
create an increasing distancing between ourselves 
from our bodies as well as from our interlocutors. 
A world of immediacy, where we would encoun-
ter what he referred to as tele-objectivity and 
tele-subjectivity. Such a  movement into social 
media, not only would drastically transform how 
we communicate, but would also have a profound 
effect or introduce a collective realm of immedi-
acy of emotional affect into our collective rela-
tion to temporality—Virilio would speak of the 
intemporal. Not only would such a  change in 
technologies of acceleration have repercussions, 
in regard to time and space, but also in regard to 
geographical, economic, and psychical function-
ing. Whether or not Virilio’s reflections are accu-
rate, we have largely been coexisting with such 
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technologies of immediacy for at least one if not 
two generations now.
According to Virilio’s analysis, the temporal 
rhythms of emotions that were once personal and 
fairly transitory states of being, could be collec-
tively captured and prolonged within a real time 
temporality that he envisioned could potentially 
comprise some form of totalitarian “communism 
of affect”… or even serve as a form of “cybernetic 
religious phenomenon”. Hence the paradoxical 
possibility of such technologies both liberating 
a certain form of universal freedom of commu-
nication while also potentially impinging on 
humanity’s daily reception and understanding 
of reality. Ultimately having significant repercus-
sions for both democracy but also for the very 
consensus of reality.
At times, during his lectures, Paul Virilio was 
thinking very long-term into the future, but it 
was such thinking that grants us any sort of grasp 
on the present. The ability to connect in groups 
over vast distances through screens has become 
a vital part of everyday life.  And yet, we needn’t 
look too far into recent presidential elections to 
see how disparate affective control of personal-
ized media has also had deleterious effects. Virilio 
often referred to the Japanese gamers, the Otakus, 
whom he described 15 years ago as hypnotized 
and addicted to the internet and their solitary 
community of gaming practices, as potential pre-
cursors of a  reality predicated on a  pollution of 
distance and affect by way of screens.
What interested him, unlike his colleague Jean 
Baudrillard was not simulation of reality, but 
rather, the substitution of one form of reality 
for another. Virilio’s anxieties about a twilight of 
place, about temporal contraction, and a sense of 
finitude in regard to knowledge largely had to do 
with this substitution of a  reality of immediacy 
via the internet of things and how it would have 
the potential to create a media pollution as much 
as a  pollution of distance. It was an event that 
excited him, but as his concerns about the exter-
nalization of affect speak to, about the loss of cer-
tain conceptions of time and distance, his work 
perhaps could be of use today 15 years later. How 
to engage in healthy processes of spiritual growth 
and individuation within a culture that functions 
on algorithms and whereby everything is already 
there in advance? This accident of immediacy 
in relation to knowledge, to a  lack of perceptual 
depth, to a potential loss of the necessary distance 
so as to allow for a  time space for growth, were 

all part, I would suggest, of his concept of grey 
ecology.
In that light, Virilio’s work in “grey ecology” could 
be seen as a complement to one of his former col-
leagues, Felix Guattari’s conception of Three Ecol-
ogies[1], regarding an ecology of mental health, 
green ecology, and an ecosophia or an ethico-aes-
thetics of social ecology.
Following Virilio’s phenomenological heritage 
(Husserl and Merleau-Ponty), there is perhaps 
a  place then for healthful practices of re-cen-
tering the body within the environment, even if 
this environment may in fact be in part, an aug-
mented reality. Grey ecology would then give 
way to a form of eco-phenomenology[2]. A prac-
tice of studying, and perhaps creatively seeking 
out, a form of stasis of the human body within 
accelerated environments in order to regain 
a  balance and relation to the body within the 
environment, to regain a  sense of the horizon, 
beyond which Virilio saw nothing but a  speed 
induced glaucoma of a  reality only reliant on 
real-time.
And such concerns are perhaps why today we 
are seeing a  myriad of writers, artists, thinkers, 
and scholars across a number of disciplines and 
backgrounds in the humanities turning toward 
what some have referred to as the environmen-
tal humanities. That is, a  return to practices of 
grounding the body within their environment 
and sensing it within real space and within a con-
nection to the earth.[3]

Chrono-diversity and Art

In that light, if we are to speak of a conception of 
the eco-phenomenological heritag0e of the work 
of Paul Virilio, it would be good to also speak to 
his critique that certain art forms are inherently 
tied with the trauma of war, of technological 
progress, and immediacy. I would suggest that 
in contrast to some of Virilio’s remarks which 
certainly remain of vital import, that is, whether 
art itself has at once been throughout most of 
the late 19th  and 20th  century, and perhaps into 
the 21st  century, comprised out of a  traumatic 
response to progress, to modernity, to the atroc-
ities of existence, we should also comment upon 
what artists and art itself seeks out to provide as 
a  corrective to that trauma: both a  way to heal, 
a  sense of the spiritual, as well as a  practice of 
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orientation. This in part, has perhaps always been 
the task of art. And to set about this practice, was 
to engage largely with a relation of the artist with 
their own reclamation and sculpting of tempo-
rality or a sense of duration. And yet, the milieu 
to a  certain extent informs or gives form to the 
artist.
Art emerges through a series of iterations, through 
a culmination of gestures that relies as much on 
the participation of the artist with his or her mate-
rials as it does on the participation of the viewer 
or the greater community. And in some manners, 
Virilio’s brief discussion on what he referred to no 
longer as contemporary art but rather the intem-
poral or intemporary art serve us here.

Sculpting Time[4] and Memory

An artist’s practice can be understood as redis-
covering a way to sculpt time, to attend to it, to 
parcel out a  form of duration within one’s rela-
tion to a work and the work on oneself. These are 
practices that require attention and specifically 
a respect and intuition of allowing for a practice 
to unfold.
To seek out the spiritual then, is something that 
one must attend to, to grant time to, to forge out 
a certain relation to time, to grant back to time its 
very vitality of duration, even within a relation to 
it that functions in part, within a series of tempo-
ral gestures.
The Russian artist, Vassily Kandinsky understood 
that part of art’s duty is to focus on the spiritual 
as a certain conception of a sacred tonality, that 
it was not necessarily a religious experience, but 
“an aesthetic and ethical experience”. That every 
form of art was, in a  certain sense, an abstract 
series of interior vibrations. The architecture 
of Tadao Ando or the work of James Turrell or 
Giuseppe Penone, all recognize this vital relation 
with ground and an aesthetics that grants back 
a human relation to the earth and also comprises 
something of the spiritual. Penone’s work in par-
ticular has a profound relation to the humility or 
humble nature at the heart of human existence in 
relation with the plants and rivers and mountains 
surrounding them. Penone’s work understands 
that the process of creating a stone by the river is 
akin to the artist’s practice itself[5]. A slow recip-
rocal formation over time between the natural 
materials and the artist.

Virilio’s concerns were largely regarding what 
he saw as an eventual domination of real time 
and a loss of such understanding of longer tem-
poral durations with an ever-increasing focus 
on a  smaller parcelling out of temporality into 
nano-temporalities.
Virilio foresaw what he referred to as a  loss of 
chrono-diversity that had already effected our 
understanding of Western economic disasters 
[through automated trading] and which no lon-
ger granted to humanity a very sense of becom-
ing, and, more importantly, a  sense of memory. 
That we would have to contend with a  certain 
form of technologically induced temporality or 
[obliteration] of memory (through social media 
or 24/7 news, for example), of instantaneous rela-
tions to our contemporaries rather than under-
standing or regaining a more profound sense of 
memory of our ancestors.[6]

In contrast to a number of art critics and art his-
torians, Virilio’s reflections on the development of 
art over the past 120 years focuses on art as more 
of a  symptom of technological progress rather 
than recognizing artistic practice as a  mode of 
spiritual orientation that aligns both ecstatic 
experience with a  more profound transforma-
tional and ethical anchoring. It is only, as Michel 
Henry indicates, through such a transformational 
practice in regard to the individual’s life, that the 
aesthetic and ethical life become intertwined in 
what the artist understands as the spiritual.[7]

If the spiritual and aesthetic life are inherently 
linked as Kandinsky proclaimed, then it can 
be asked what is the task of regrounding and 
embodying practices of slowness and duration, 
if not to attempt to dilate temporality granting 
back a sense of chrono-diversity in order to artis-
tically and creatively grant a  place for the body 
in one’s practice of ethico-aesthetics.   However, 
given the archives of temporality already devel-
oping around this capture of real time expression, 
Virilio’s critique merits some reflection in regard 
to a larger notion of the profound depths of any 
artistic work including the growth of the individ-
ual artist.
Eco-phenomenology seeks to decipher and 
describe forms of the invisible that comprise 
a certain understanding of interior tonalities and 
traversals of affect. Art as well can task itself with 
providing, as it has done for thousands of years, 
a way of re-developing a more profound interior 
relation with one’s development and growth within 
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landscape, however augmented it may be. I would 
contend such practices are still necessary in order 
for humanity to regain a  sense of self within an 
accelerated technologically mediated reality.

GREY ECOLOGY*
PAUL Virilio

Session I  Introduction to Grey Ecology
I am an urbanist and philosopher. It’s not out of 
modesty that I say this, but because philosophy 
was born in the city. I am an urbanist, but essay-
ist perhaps, as opposed to philosopher, is the best 
definition for what I am. I am also claustrophobic, 
and you are going to understand why after this 
discussion.
At this moment, there is much being said about 
green ecology, that is to say, about the draining of 
our resources and global warming. This lecture 
that I present to you is approximate. Dromology 
and the dromosphere, that is to say, the accel-
eration of reality and not merely of history, is an 
approximation. In my opinion, there can never be 
an absolute response to this. Why? Because dro-
mology is at the heart of relativity itself. I remind 
you that speed is not a phenomenon. It is a rela-
tion between phenomena. It is relativity itself. And 
from the moment that we find ourselves in front 
of this mathematical language, in my opinion, we 
cannot enter into precision regarding dromology.
There was a  thesis that was recently finished at 
Valence by a professor who tried to illustrate the 
approximate dimension of my work. I say this not 
out of modesty—for me, approximation in the 
area of speed is a  capital phenomenon. There is 
no precision when it comes to speed. (There is 
a  phenomenon between time and space.) Thus, 
dromology is not a closed, complete theory. It is 
obvious— speed and accident are linked, and it 
is from here that we get the idea of an approxi-
mation. It is certainly a discipline which is open 
and offered up for other interpretations, and it 
is from this openness that we find the link with 
green ecology—ecology linked to nature—and 
grey ecology, which opens itself up to the cosmos 
and to culture. Here no mastery is possible.

If there was a professor who wrote a  treatise on 
dromology, I don’t think that I would read it, not 
out of pride of being the author, but because it 
wouldn’t interest me. Why? Because relativity 
leads us to study two orders of magnitude: the 
magnitude of distance, science, the mathemati-
cal disciplines, and the magnitude of poverty and 
weakness. These two orders are linked. It is from 
this that one sees an interest in finitude. Those 
who look at the work done on grey ecology often 
analyze my work as an apocalyptic work. This is 
not true. Dromology is not the “end of the world.” 
I often say that the concept “end of the world” is 
a concept without a future. No, what interests me 
is the “finitude of the world.” It is claustrophobia. 
What is the “finitude of the world?” It is that an 
apple is only an apple, a man is only a man, and 
a world is only a world. That is the “finitude of the 
world.”
So, my interest here today, via the dromosphere, 
is the passage and the acceleration of history and 
the acceleration of reality through new technolo-
gies. It is the foreclosure of the world, the closing 
in of the world. In my opinion, the pollution of 
time and distance is much more severe than the 
pollution of material substances. The self-created 
world coinciding with that of the natural world 
also causes its own pollution. With the pollution 
of nature, there is green ecology. Grey ecology is 
the pollution of the dimension of the human-cre-
ated  world. I bring to your attention again that 
I am an architect more than a  philosopher, and 
somewhere the history of the size of proportions 
and dimensions is important to me. Vastness, size 
or proper dimensions are elements that are not 
really taken into consideration regarding phe-
nomena. I remind you—a little digression here—
that I published three books, one in 1976:  L’in-
securité du territoire, which already prefaced 
the twilight of place. In 1984, paying homage 
to George Orwell, I published  L’espace critique, 
and in 1990, L’inertie polare, the first book which 
speaks of the twilight of place. From this, you 
can understand the essential introduction for me 
today of the temporal contraction of the inhab-
ited communal geosphere—what one calls, in 
computer science terms, a temporal convection.
There is only one world: the dromosphere. Some-
where the dromosphere reduces the geosphere 

* Grey Ecology was the name given to a live-recorded lecture series which took place at the University of La Rochelle over 
two days in the Spring of 2007. Listeners present at the lecture series were a group of approximately fifty EGS students and 
alumni.
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(or, if you like, the biosphere) to nothing. Real 
time, the instantaneity of tele-communications 
and the creation of the Internet are an earthquake 
of time for biodiversity and geodiversity. When 
we speak of pollution, we speak often of material 
pollution. This is quite false. It is the urbanist and 
the architect who say that there is pollution of dis-
tances and of the scale of the world (la grandeur 
nature). There is no grandeur without dimensions. 
There is no object without proportions. There is 
no man without dimensions. It is finally material-
ism—I think we can use the term here—without 
forgetting the notion of scales of size, the notion 
of scales and proportions of things in space and 
time from different substances. It is surprising 
how easily we link nature to culture, but we easily 
forget size. This is the question that I evoke in my 
book L’espace critique (Critical Space) which gives 
its name to my collection which published Bau-
drillard, and Guattari, etc. “Critical Space” is not 
only a time, but also a space. The architect (that 
I am) first constructs the building’s proportions. 
This is crucial. He constructs the proportions 
before constructing concrete or stone. What we 
call real time leads to the space time continuum, 
suffering a  temporal contraction which reduces 
the vast reach of the globe to nothing, or almost 
nothing, of the habitable geosphere of the com-
mon world. This doesn’t do damage in the same 
way that global warming and water depletion 
does. Alas, it is of a different gravity. Real time is 
an earthquake of time. Great or weak, this vast-
ness constitutes the power of Being.
And now I’ll give you a very clear example: to be 
a  man is to measure basically between one and 
two metres, at the maximum, between a  dwarf 
and a  giant. If a  man measures 20 metres in 
height, he is not a  man. This is unthinkable. 
Today, everything is like this. It is amazing to 
what degree proportions have disappeared from 
the modern world. This is where I get the two 
orders of magnitude that I spoke of earlier which 
are equivalent. One is the weak half of the other. 
There are two orders of magnitude: the magni-
tude of power—one speaks in particular of the 
power of the United States, this is a reality, but the 
magnitude of poverty is also a reality of the same 
order. And here, the terms of measurement and 
of excess (démesure) address themselves to resto-
ration. In grey ecology, the terms of measurement 
and excess also refer to restoration, to the reten-
tion of the vastness of the world. In grey ecology, 
the terms of measurement and excess do not refer 

to the “hyper”—the outside of astrophysics, but to 
the restriction and retention of the vastness of the 
world.
Since the 20th century, we have been moving 
towards a  lamentation point where man’s impo-
tence explodes. In fact, the excessive character of 
the contraction of the ecology in transportation 
and the excessive character of the acceleration of 
the reality of the world and its continuum not only 
condition nature and our trajectories and move-
ments, but culture and history as well. Or, to put it 
another way, history contracts at the same time as 
its geography. Here again, I am an urbanist, and I 
can tell you that history and the city are linked to 
a contraction: to the concentration of globaliza-
tion, and of the successful failures of techno-sci-
ence. It is the failure of a success and not a failure 
due to error. This contraction of the acceleration 
of reality is the failure of the successes of the oper-
ating sciences of progress. I argue, particularly in 
a book that I am writing and which will be called 
the  L’Université du  désastre  (The University of 
Disaster), I argue that science will suffer an acci-
dent due to the finitude of the world, that is to say, 
due to the spatial-temporal contraction which 
has conditioned the places of Being and things. 
The temporal contraction does not simply con-
cern transportation and live telephoning on the 
internet. What is it then that we’re dealing with? It 
concerns knowledge. The retention of the space-
time of the world concerns primarily science and 
philosophy. It is from here that we see the idea 
in Aristotle’s work to speak about the accident of 
substances. There is going to be, and there already 
has been, an accident of ideas. Ideas are linked to 
the vastness and the measurement of the world. 
All of our sciences are linked to the geography of 
the world. They are not simply linked to the his-
tory of knowledge, but also to the expanse that 
follows its own knowledge. And this is why we 
need the University of Disaster.
I want to talk about fear and about the claustro-
phobia that I spoke of earlier. The fear of accel-
eration is not there yet, but certain people who 
are claustrophobic or asthmatic already feel 
this fear: the fear of exhausting the geo-diver-
sity of the world. I will give you an example: I 
have been to Venice twice. It is an extraordinary 
city. I had a friend who showed me this and that 
part of town. Finally, he said that we should go 
see several more places and then I would have 
seen everything. I said no. I wanted to keep Ven-
ice unknown, so I would be able to come back 
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and visit. Somehow, I felt that I didn’t want to 
exhaust Venice. I don’t want to participate in the 
twilight of places.
For example, the capability of experiencing the 
antipodes (North and South Pole) via tourism 
fatally restrains the expanse of the power of the 
world. Besides this sacred world, no other world 
is inhabitable for the moment. And this fear, this 
anxiety, the claustrophobia that infects certain 
adults, will soon become a  phenomenon of the 
masses. This is the fear behind the great ecological 
imprisonment to which Foucault spoke regard-
ing the asylum and a  carceral universe. Imag-
ine tomorrow that this feeling of grand impris-
onment no longer concerns merely the placing 
into prison of one individual or another, but the 
grand imprisonment of a world too small for its 
inhabitants. This is anxiety. Imagine in one or two 
generations, at the end of the week, going to the 
circus in Tokyo, heading to New York for drinks, 
and the next day, heading back to work, and all 
that for a dollar or two. Open Sky, it’s less and less 
expensive, imagine this universe where things 
will already be there, already viewed, already 
given. In France, tourism no longer only con-
cerns adults: it is localized, it externalizes them, 
it’s beyond them. There are many experiencing 
this situation: young, rich, old, and poor, until 
it becomes a mass phenomenon. It will become 
a cosmopolitical phenomenon.
This worry is already present. Are you aware 
of the research done by certain astrophysicists 
who deal with exo-planets, and the problematic 
of the great externalization from one day to the 
next? I cite for you a phrase from the great Brit-
ish astrophysicist, Stephen Hawking: “When we 
have decided to set our sights on other planets, 
our future will be assured.” Another way of put-
ting it is that our future depends on planets which 
are uninhabitable. In the solar system, he says, at 
the moment, we would need 50 thousand years to 
discover an inhabitable one. With new technol-
ogies and new research, maybe we could render 
this exploit possible, but the voyage would take 
at least six years. When a scientist like him makes 
such a  statement— that the future of humanity 
depends on a colonization of another world which 
doesn’t exist, without water and air—the question 
is already there, this anxiety, this claustrophobia. 
He has this worry because it is precisely what he 
is working on.
I like to work on spaces of enclosure. Stephen 
Hawking’s statement means that the astrophysicist 

is the substitute of the geophysicist. For me, this is 
a delirium. It is the delirium of a science deprived 
of a  philosophical consciousness, of the failure 
of success: the failure of the success of progress. 
The failure of progress is the failure of progress’ 
success up against the finitude of the world. It is 
the failure of progress’ spectacular achievement. 
I am not against progress. I am saying that it is 
wonderfully catastrophic. The failure of the spec-
tacular achievement is found in all areas: anthro-
pology, energy and information regarding matter. 
It is found in all areas but one: the wisdom of the 
discernment of the end, the discerning of fini-
tude. This spectacular achievement has not taken 
into account the end—death. It has not taken fini-
tude, or the fact that the world is only a world and 
science is only a limited science, into account. As 
the saying goes, “scientific truth is an error living 
on borrowed time.”
This is why I cannot work on speed without 
working on the accident. Speed and the accident 
are linked. What I just described is what I call the 
“Integral Accident.” Until now, scientific acci-
dents, techno-scientific accidents as opposed to 
natural accidents like an earthquake, were local 
accidents. For example, a  bomb explodes  some-
where. The pollution of a fire was somewhere, etc. 
Today, the accident becomes integral. It concerns 
the expanse of the common world. We are replac-
ing the expanse of the world with speed. This is 
truly an integral accident. Replacing the expanse 
of the world with the speed of transportation, or 
electromagnetic transmission, cannot be done 
without provoking a  serial accident which con-
cerns both the effects of kinetic energy and what 
I call the cinematic energies of the acceleration 
of reality. And this leads us to fatally disrupt his-
tory and geography: the great enclosure of the 
21st century goes way beyond the incarceration 
of the 18th century and the era of the panopti-
can denounced by Foucault, after having been 
announced by Jeremy Bentham. It is this 21st 
century enclosure that is the big question today. 
What? It’s going to “live.” It’s the tele-objectivity of 
the world. It’s Google Earth. We have gone from 
megalomania to megalopsychia.
The approach I take is the study of the dromo-
sphere and of the acceleration of reality. Real 
time is still in the real space of geography. The 
fear of the great enclosure has a name. It is what 
the elders of the siege called “obsidian fever.” I 
remind you that I have worked quite a bit on the 
strategies linked to war, sieges, etc. I will give you 
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an extraordinary example of obsidian fever: the 
Warsaw Ghetto. There is a  great journalist who 
spoke to me about the Warsaw Ghetto—I forget 
his name; I can’t give you the reference—but there 
was one thing he said that I have never forgotten. 
It was in the middle of winter and the journal-
ist noticed that it stunk of coal and that all the 
windows were open. He asked people why they 
left their windows open in the middle of winter, 
and they said, “We are already under siege, you 
don’t want us to close the window as well?” This 
is obsidian fever. Except, here, the obsidian fever 
is that of a city or a ghetto. Imagine it tomorrow, 
a  state of urgency on a  world scale from a  new 
technology, which is itself a  siege of the world. 
A state of deception: that of the progress of real-
ity, the progress of transportation, the origin of 
the radio, the origin of telecommunications, of 
microchips with radio-frequencies. A state of 
deception, a state of urgency, a state of siege, sup-
pressing our public liberty, only there is no tyrant 
behind it all, suppressing them. They are sup-
pressed by the enclosure of the world, the fore-
closure of the world. There is no longer a need for 
a tyrant. Be assured, I am not in despair. I believe 
it is time to open the University of Disaster. There 
is a phrase from Churchill who said, “an optimist 
sees an opportunity in every calamity.”

Session II  The Temporal Contraction
Today, like the labour pains of birth, the temporal 
contraction of our daily activities and movements 
provokes a contraction of distance and delay that 
is less a sign of a positive advancement than that 
of a  new type of accidental, catastrophic, eco-
logical transfer. This transfer nonetheless leaves 
no trace because the super-sonic speed of aerial 
transports or the instantaneity of telecommu-
nications is always perceived as incontestable 
progress. Nonetheless, this forces us to question 
ourselves about the serious gap of an ecological 
science that doesn’t seem to take into account any 
counter-force to this acceleration. The pollution 
of distance comes to associate itself with the pollu-
tion of substances, which is more concerned with 
the expanse of the common world than with the 
nature of elements. We must respect the spaces 
of our daily activities, to preserve the biodiversity 
of species on the way towards extinction. We are 
up against this relativistic event which affects not 
only the materiality of the human milieu, but also 
its time-space continuum. This event poses itself 
after the question of the acceleration of history 

and the acceleration of reality. With the explosion 
of the cybernetic interactivity of a real time which, 
from now on, conditions the political economy 
from our developed societies all the way to the 
weakest economies of the world, the terrestrial 
star has a certain number of astronomers search-
ing in the universe for several exotic exo-planets 
to substitute with the planet of our narrow ori-
gins. Where will we have come to if the society of 
consumption has spread to all nations? Not only 
would our old earth not survive, but we would 
need at least three more to satisfy our needs. It 
is from here that we get this singular quest of the 
telluric planet for a planet three times as vast as 
our own. Thus, we claim that the earthquake of 
progress with the telluric contraction of distances 
and time is a  pre-cursor to a  birth both hoped 
for and dreaded by fear of an abnormality. There 
is a fear of a major handicap which would result 
from this contraction of time of the bio sphere for 
a humanity now born of its own humus—much 
more than from those far-off stars about which 
the astrophysicists speak of so often. Human 
comes from the word  humus.  Humus  speaks of 
humility.
The lyrical illusion of a growing progress leads to 
the conjoined apparition of nanotechnologies of 
the infinitely small as well as the miniaturization 
of the infinitely big, including the only inhabitable 
planet in the solar-system. After the announce-
ment at the end of the last century of the “end of 
history” by Fukuyama, we are not talking about 
announcing the end of geography, we are merely 
trying to evoke the telescoping, the accident of 
a time that is “real” but which does not take into 
account the spherical limits of the real space of 
a small planet in provisory suspension for cosmic 
life.

Session III  Art as far as the eye can see
We can understand the statement by Stockhausen 
who said that the greatest work of art in history was 
Ground Zero. Three thousand bodies… it’s logical. 
And then it was shown around the world on tele-
vision. It was shown everywhere and forever. It is 
the chef d’oeuvre of death: the falling of the bodies. 
I want to begin with a small introduction in rela-
tion to the dialogue that we had with Wolfgang 
Schirmacher because it opened my mind up to 
something that I will develop elsewhere: why the 
dialogue and the disputatio are important. Today 
the statue of objection, of critique, of the  dispu-
tatio, changes. We do not dialogue. We do not 
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debate in the same manner if we are in a lifeboat, 
an amphitheatre, or a classroom. You see already 
the modification of the debate for television, with 
the quickness of the exchanges. This disrupts 
the contents between the presenter and the so 
well-named, his “guest.” I call this type of debate 
“ping-pong.” You have five seconds to respond  The 
limited character in time of the present situation, 
the present situation of the host, conditions the 
contents of the dialogue. When I go on television, 
I hate it. I have Italian roots and I want time to 
speak. I do not want to play ping-pong.
Regarding this situation of the dialogue, what we 
call empathic phenomenology opened dialogue 
but dramaturgy imposes its anti-empathic con-
straint. We are going to speak about two aspects 
of art: war, and (obviously) instantaneity: two 
aspects that condition the blind spot of art. The 
First World War was mundane. The Second World 
War was total. They were not at all the same. This 
war (the second) will integrally condition art and 
western culture. Art, in western culture, is a vic-
tim of war. The question then becomes: is art an 
invalid or invalid? I think this is very important 
because art has a  dimension which triumphs 
over criticism. Each time that I discuss this with 
an art critic, they tell me: you’re an art critic, but 
you don’t like art. The point is not to like it, but to 
observe what it is, what happens to it. And here I 
will give you a very simple example.
The first phase of relativist impressionism, more 
than cubism, introduced Einsteinian relativity to 
expressionism—Otto Dix and all the expression-
ists. What happened between the two wars? The 
commune of Paris, the war of 1870, the war of 
1914, and the Second World War—expressionism 
arrived after the First World War. Expression-
ism was the first wound, the first handicap of art. 
Then, we had surrealism. We can’t understand 
surrealism, “the magnetic fields” of Breton, and 
Aragon without the wonder of the fi reworks of 
war: the explosives and gas, etc. And after the Sec-
ond World War, we had actionism, which we don’t 
speak often enough about. We can’t understand 
art today without the Viennese actionism. And in 
doing this, in passing by abstraction, we have of 
course the loss of sight of the figure. The non-fig-
uration of the stand-in is the deportation of art. I 
repeat that the First World War was marked by the 
deportation of populations, but also the depor-
tation of art from Europe to America. It was an 
event of war. We cannot understand the transfer of 
European art (which was the avant-garde) towards 

American art (which we’ll call contemporary art) 
without the deportation of war. We deported the 
Jews; we deported art. Another aspect that con-
ditions the blind spot of art is speed and instan-
taneity. I said yesterday that the instantaneity of 
photography, then cinematography, and finally 
becoming real through television (with the impe-
rialism of immediatized real time) is something 
that injures contemporary art. Contemporary 
art has become less temporary and more fatally 
intemporary. This is a very important word. Con-
trary to contemporary art, there is intemporary 
art. Namely, art has broken from its historical 
filiations. Which is to say, contemporary art is in 
accidental rupture with the origins of art. At the 
beginning of 2007, the director of the contempo-
rary museum of modern art of Vienna asked me 
to write a small text about the art programmed for 
the year. Here’s a small excerpt:
“In the 19th century with impressionism and its 
phenomenology, it was the freedom of impres-
sions that was released from academism. In the 
20th century with expressionism and its drama-
turgy, it was the freedom of expression which 
liberated itself from conformism. In the 21st 
century, today, these two freedoms of mind are 
threatening to disappear in the acceleration of 
a digital reality which erases everything, includ-
ing all representational memories. Against this, 
the museum of contemporary art of Vienna could 
become the improbable conservatory, at least, of 
the unexpected: the museum of the accident of 
real time.”
In order to better confirm what I am saying here, 
the word  transfer  is very important— the trans-
fer from analogy to numerology (I prefer the 
word  numerology  to  digital). I remind you that 
numerology was a religion. This is very import-
ant. The transfer from analogy to numerology, 
what we call digital and its photographic soft-
ware, etc, passes from representation, a distance, 
a  memory, to pure presentation. It is real time. 
The hyperrealism of real time—moreover, the 
hyperrealism of America—pictorially antici-
pates the situation that I call tele-objectivity. The 
American hyperrealism that Baudrillard loved 
so much was introductive of the hyperreality of 
acceleration. Photographic instantaneity was the 
first machine of vision and the first machine of 
acceleration of instantaneity, much more so than 
the gun. The photograph is the initial case in the 
acceleration of reality. It will lead to the birth of 
cinematography, which is to say, to the cinematic 
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parade of images. It will render visible cinematic 
effects. We have forgotten that the cinematic was 
the energy of the visible. There is kinetic energy 
with accidents, movements of the body and 
impacts, but there is also cinematic energy. In this 
way, the recording chamber of a camera is much 
more important than the machine of accelera-
tion, which is the locomotive that revolutionizes 
transportation. With cinema, photography will 
revolutionize transmission with the television 
and tele-surveillance in real time. Thus, starting 
from the crisis of instantaneity to live telecom-
munications, we will witness not only the accel-
eration of history, but the acceleration of reality 
itself. Real time presentation of things, objects, 
and events will supplant the old representations 
of real space. Real time presentation is going to 
supplant the real space representation of pictorial, 
sculptural, or architectural works, to the point of 
putting contemporary art under wraps, which, 
beginning with abstraction, spreads the blind 
spot of art in mixing all the aesthetic disciplines 
of history. Thus, next to the object and the sub-
ject, objectivity and subjectivity, there is the tech-
nological phase which will bring forth what we 
can name without a doubt: tele-objectivity and its 
emotional tele-subjectivities. The entirety of this 
situation comes from the energy of the visible. 
This is a phrase that I like a lot: the energy of the 
visible. From the filmic sequence and the photo-
gram, all the way to the tele-visual videogram, all 
this next to the kinetic energy of modern modes 
of transport, there is the cinematic energy of the 
means of transmission. So, kinetic energy is found 

in the modes of transport, the TGV, airplanes, etc. 
But with cinematic energy, no one recognizes cin-
ematic energy as energy: namely, the cinematic 
energy of transmission. Transportation is linked 
to a  kinetic energy. Transmission is a  cinematic 
energy that is both auditory and visual.
In fact, like the political economy, the economy 
of culture suffered two lashings: not only the 
acceleration of art history like we said in the 19th 
century, but also starting not very long ago, the 
acceleration of reality, thanks to the progress of 
the information and communications revolu-
tion in real time which definitively disrupts the 
real space of forms, of sculpture for the benefit 
of real time and the rhythmology of image and 
sound. (Rhythmology here replaces morphol-
ogy.) It is for this reason that I say that contem-
porary art, or rather intemporary art and its mor-
phology, suffers from the assault of quasi-musical 
rhythmology. I repeat that music is the origin of 
speed. Contemporary art and its morphology suf-
fer a  quasi-musical rhythmological assault from 
diverse performances and installations mixed 
together more and more in what we call “the liv-
ing spectacle.”
We find ourselves in the struggled mourning of an 
art of light, of the speed of light, of illumination, 
en route  to the becoming-music of the televised 
image. One must choose between the dynamic 
and its emotional panic, and the trance state of 
the subjugated crowds. This is music, including 
military music. It is here and nowhere else that 
the political economy plays itself out. Notes

Notes:

 1. See Félix Guattari, Three Ecologies, trans. Ian Pindar, Paul Sutton (Continuum, 2008).
 2. I borrow this notion from Bruce Bégout and his book, Le Concept D’Ambiance: Essai d’eco-phenomenologie (Paris: Seuil, 2020).
 3. See Vybarr Cregan-Reid’s book,  Footnotes  (St. Martin’s Press, 2017) regarding a  phenomenological exploration of this 

re-grounding or sensing of the body in the environment by way of the practice of running.
 4. See the work with the same name, Sculpting in Time (University of Texas Press, 1989), by Andrei Tarkovsky regarding how 

film is understood as a practice of sculpting temporality.
 5. See Giuseppe Penone, Writings 1968–2008, Eds. Gianfranco Maraniello and Jonathan Watkins, IKON Gallery, 2009.
 6. See Paul Virilio, Futurisme de l’instant, stop-eject. (Paris: Galilée, 2009).
 7. See Michel Henry’s Seeing the Invisible: On Kandinsky (Continuum, 2009)  p. 18–19.
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“Culture cannot grow without ecological culture, and ecological culture  
cannot arise at all in conditions where culture is lacking”

(Danilov-Danilyan, Victor Ivanovich)

The problem of the formation of “ecological cul-
ture” (including education, literacy, and so on) 
was identified for the first time at the First Inter-
national Conference on Environmental Issues 
in Stockholm (Sweden, 1972) and substantively 
explored at the First International Conference on 
Environmental Education in Tbilisi (USSR, 1977). 

Pedagogical understanding of the phenomenon 
of ecological culture is presented in the works 
of I.D. Zverev, I.T. Suravegina, A.N. Zakhlebny, 
S.N.  Glazachev, S.V. Alekseev, I.N. Ponomarev, 
G.A.  Yagodin, N.N. Moiseev, N.M. Mamedov, 
A.D.  Ursul and others. At the beginning of the 
21st century, publications began to appear on 
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the phenomenon of ecological culture and how 
it is formed in different populations. Pedagogical 
research and interesting dissertations in the fields 
of sociology, philosophy and cultural studies that 
relate to this phenomenon also began to appear 
at this time. The following studies in the field are 
worthy of note:

1. S.P. Kozyreva,  Environmental culture and 
education  (Dissertation of a  Candidate of 
Culturology, 24.00.01, 2004, Ulan-Ude;

2. E.A. Shishkina,  Social construction of eco-
logical culture at the regional level of global-
ization  (Dissertation of a Doctor of Social 
Sciences, 22.00.06), 2009, Saratov;

3. P.O. Ermolaeva, Features of the formation of 
the ecological culture of Russian and Amer-
ican students  (cross-cultural project) (Dis-
sertation of a Candidate of Social Sciences, 
22.00.04), 2011, Kazan;

4. E. YU. Zakharova, Ecological culture of the 
social and natural ecosystem  (Dissertation 
of a Doctor of Philosophy, 09.00.11), 2012, 
Chita;

5. N.N. Sharafeyeva,  Library as a  center for 
the formation of the ecological culture of 
youth (Dissertation of a Candidate of Peda-
gogical Sciences, 05.25.03), 2012, Kazan;

6. O.I. Marar,  Environmental culture in con-
temporary Russian society  (Dissertation of 
a Doctor of Social Sciences, 22.00.06), 2012, 
Moscow;

7. N.I. Simonenko,  Environmental culture as 
the basis of the educational paradigm: Philo-
sophical and cultural analysis (Dissertation 
of a  Candidate of Philosophy, 09.00.13), 
2012, Chelyabinsk;

8. T.V. Ivanova,  Ecological culture of nomads 
of the Baikal region (Dissertation of a Can-
didate of Culturology, 24.00.01), 2012, 
Ulan-Ude;

9. A.A. Gabinskaya,  Globalization of educa-
tion and the problem of formation of envi-
ronmental culture (Dissertation of a Candi-
date of Philosophy, 24.00.01), 2015, Grodno 
(Republic of Belarus).

How environmental culture forms as a  result of 
environmental education, or in its new guise as 
the culture of sustainable development (according 
to N.M. Mamedov) and education for sustainable 

development (ESD), is being studied quite inten-
sively. However, no significant results have yet 
been observed in terms of increasing the environ-
mental consciousness of Russia’s population. As 
noted by E.N. Dzyatkovskaya (2016), “less than 
1% of teachers have heard anything about educa-
tion for sustainable development”. Approximately 
the same result is recorded by G.V.  Pichugin 
(2016), who found that only 2,5% of population 
gave an adequate answer to the question: “How 
do you understand the ideas of “sustainable 
development” and “education for sustainable 
development” discussed in the media?” It is diffi-
cult to agree with the author that issues related to 
sustainable development are actively discussed in 
the media. It seems that such activity is not widely 
reported in published media, and this is one of 
the serious problems of the formation of environ-
mental education in the interests of sustainable 
development.
What is happening with environmental educa-
tion in other countries, for example, the United 
States? The answer to this question can be found 
in a comparative pedagogical study by P.O. Ermo-
layeva, “Features of the formation of the ecolog-
ical culture of Russian and American students 
(cross-cultural project)”. It is interesting to note 
that P.O. Ermolayeva (2011) considered two tra-
ditions of understanding the phenomenon of 
ecological culture. While ecological culture is as 
a complex social and cultural phenomenon with 
its own functions and structural elements embed-
ded in the framework of the Russian scientific 
tradition, there is also a  tendency in Russia to 
construct public ecological discourse within the 
framework of the American tradition.
Ecological culture is understood as a  special-
ized aspect of the general culture of a  society 
that involves harmonious interaction between 
society and the natural environment and is 
characterized by a con)scious attitude to nature 
and practical participation in improving envi-
ronmental management. Cross-cultural analy-
sis has shown that American students are more 
environmentally active than Russian students. 
Russian students have more highly developed 
indicators of environmental awareness, environ-
mental concern and environmental knowledge, 
but a  low level of environmental activity. The 
ecological way of life for the American student 
has become normal, widespread and accessi-
ble, in contrast to the Russian students among 
whom environmentally-friendly practices and 
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sustainable lifestyles are still being formed. 
Despite the equal percentage of ecologically 
informed students in both countries, American 
students are more active in terms of ecologi-
cal behavior. Content-analytical research has 
shown that environmental messages in the Rus-
sian mass-media are one-sided, descriptive and 
casual. A tiny minority of environmental mes-
sages contain information that stimulates the 
audience to pro-environmental activities. The 
American media contain 2.5 times more reports 
on environmental issues than Russian media; 
the number of environmental articles in Ameri-
can print media is greater than in Russian ones. 
American publications contain less analytical 
information, but more articles on pro-ecological 
activities than Russian media [6].
Yu.N. Pakhomov (2003) introduced the concept 
and defined the main qualities of an ecological 
person who has realized the need and developed 
the skills needed to preserve life and take care of 
the social and natural environment and whose 

behavior is guided by the principle of minimiz-
ing the negative impact on nature. An ecological 
person is characterized by the integrity of their 
environmental worldview, a high degree of envi-
ronmental awareness, environmental responsibil-
ity and environmental culture [8].
Ecological culture can be regarded as a complex 
characteristic of a  person or a  society, which 
includes the following components: ecological 
knowledge; ecological thinking; environmentally 
sound behavior as an ability to bring environmen-
tal knowledge and environmental thinking into 
daily life; and a  culture of feelings that involves 
a  moral “resonance”, sympathy, or reverence for 
life (according to A.  Schweitzer) [1,2,3]. These 
components of ecological culture were presented 
in the form of questions in a  socio-pedagogical 
study of school-children (2018) with a  view to 
studying the impacts of environmental education 
on the development of environmental culture. 
The research results are presented in Table 1 and 
in Figure 1.

Alekseyev, Oganov, Tutynina

Table 1
The contribution of environmental education and environmental awareness  
to the development of environmental culture (according to a 10-point scale

№ Components of ecological culture

Education through aca-
demic subjects, curricular 
and extracurricular activi-
ties, additional education, 

school websites

Education through mass 
media, social advertising, 

public organizations,  
environmental websites

1. Knowledge of environmental concepts 
and terms 8.2 3. 4

2. Knowledge of environmental laws, rules, 
principles 7.3 2.3

3. Motivation to participate in ecological 
and environmental protection activities 3.5 7.6

4. Ability to explain and substantiate envi-
ronmental phenomena, processes, and 
effects

6.5 4.2

5. Systemic study of environmental 
problems 7.6 4.4

6. Spiritual, moral and emotional effects of 
communication with nature 5.2 8.4

7. Information on international environ-
mental problems (climate change, biodi-
versity loss, greenhouse effect, etc.)

2.4 8.1

8. Information about the ecological state of 
respondents’ region and country 3.4 9.0

9. Activity in promoting environmental 
knowledge 4.7 7.5

10. Participation in environmental 
campaigns 5.6 8.7
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№ Components of ecological culture

Education through aca-
demic subjects, curricular 
and extracurricular activi-
ties, additional education, 

school websites

Education through mass 
media, social advertising, 

public organizations,  
environmental websites

11. Knowledge of sustainable development 4.2 6.5
12. Knowledge of international and Russian 

environmental organizations 3.6 7.4

13. Participation in social networks on envi-
ronmental issues 2.3 8.6

14. Desire and ability to develop environ-
mental projects and take part in them 3.0 8.1

15. Self-assessment of the contribution to 
ecological culture 4.1 7.0

  The average 4.8 6.7
* 230 students of 10–11 grades of educational organizations of St. Petersburg took part in the study (2019).

From the point of view of high school students, 
the main contribution to the development of 
environmental culture is made by various forms 
of environmental education through mass media, 
social advertising, public organizations, and 
environmental websites (6.7) in comparison to 
environmental education through academic sub-
jects, curricular and extracurricular activities, 
additional education, and school websites (4.8). 
Undoubtedly, this is an average result which 
requires more careful analysis. At this stage in 
the research process we may draw the following 
conclusions:

1. The axiological (value-targeted) compo-
nent of ecological culture is formed by 
formal education and mass media. Forms 
of environmental education that target 
emotions and values (8.4 versus 5.2) and 
motivate people to engage with field solu-
tions to environmental problems (7.6 ver-
sus 3.5) are evaluated by schoolchildren 
more highly.

2. The cognitive (knowledge) component 
of environmental culture is most sys-
tematically implemented in environ-
mental education in schools, despite the 
fact that “ecology” is not a  subject in the 
basic curriculum (in the future, accord-
ing to the new Federal State Educational 

Standards,”ecology” will appear as a  core 
subject in grades 10–11). This situation 
can be explained by the implementation 
of a mixed model of environmental edu-
cation based on ‘greening’ the content 
of school subjects in combination with 
the independent study of environmental 
problems during extracurricular activities 
in St. Petersburg.

3. The active component of ecological cul-
ture that involves developing sustainable 
lifestyles is highly appreciated by students 
in ecological education. However, the 
majority of schoolchildren are introduced 
to practical ecological activity by the 
mass media rather than through formal 
education.

4. Awareness of a  number of environmen-
tal problems, primarily issues relating to 
sustainable development, are assessed 
by schoolchildren as mostly due to the 
impact of mass media rather than formal 
education (6.5 as compared to 4.2).

5. Self-assessment of the reasons for their 
contribution to ecological culture is mostly 
recognized by schoolchildren as due to the 
impact of mass media rather than formal 
education (7.0 as compared to 4.1).



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1 © Ecopoiesis, 202232

Drew Burk

Figure 1. Development of students’ initiative through the organization of social activities such  
as work on landscaping and improvement of urban areas

Figure 2. Research and projects of high school students studying  
environmental problems in the urban environment

Alekseyev, Oganov, Tutynina
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Figure 3. Practical environmental activities in the school area

We will now attempt to find the relationship 
between the components of formal environ-
mental education and environmental education 
through mass media (similar reasoning can be 
used in the case of the development of speech, 
legal knowledge, economic culture, and so on).
The only common component that plays a  role 
both in formal environmental education and 
environmental education through mass media 
is upbringing. In the case of ecological culture 
this means the education of respect for nature 
as a  value, and the education of ecological eth-
ics — the ethics of reverence for life (according 
to A. Schweitzer). The phenomenon of upbring-
ing can be defined as “...purposeful generation 
through pedagogical interaction of dynamics of 
meanings and ways of human being, that actual-
ize human qualities” [4].

The second common component implied both 
in formal environmental education and environ-
mental education through mass media is related 
to the concepts of “informing” and “learning.” 
These include the processes of obtaining infor-
mation about the state of the environment, the 
causes and consequences of environmental prob-
lems, and the transformation of information into 
personally significant knowledge, which can be 
transformed into competencies. The third com-
mon component is related to the concepts of “dis-
semination” and “development”, which involves 
stimulating the desire to share socially significant 
knowledge with relatives and colleagues [5]. The 
contribution of various components of education 
through mass media to the main types of formal 
education (according to the European classifi-
cation) of students and teachers is presented in 
Table 2
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Table 2
Contributions of educational components to different types of education (on a 10-point system)

Formal education Informal education  Individual learning activity outside  
the standard educational environment

Disseminating 7.0* 7.1 8.9
Informing 9.1 8.7 9.0
Upbringing 8.5 9.2 7.4

* Data from a survey of 240 students and teachers of educational institutions of St. Petersburg (according to a 10-point 
system).

It can be stated that taking into consideration the 
unity in the goal-setting of different types of edu-
cation for the development of environmental cul-
ture and the culture of sustainable development, 
the contribution of various components of envi-
ronmental education (dissemination of environ-
mental knowledge through environmental pro-
paganda, information and education) is different. 
The greatest contribution to the development of 
environmental education, from the point of view 
of students and teachers, is made by informing 
(9.1 and 9.0, respectively), and upbringing (9.2) 
which emphasizes the importance of integrat-
ing environmental education and environmental 
awareness into the development of human envi-
ronmental culture.
In the dissertation of O.A. Sycheva, “Assessment 
of the results of environmental education of 
senior schoolchildren” (Chita, 2008), the contra-
dictions in assessing the results of environmental 
education are identified as follows:

— the contradiction between the focus of 
education on the formation of compe-
tence, including cognitive, organizational, 
communicative knowledge and skills, and 
the formation of experience of indepen-
dent activity, the ability to educate oneself, 
embodied in practical activities based on 
a system of values   and personal qualities, 
and the lack of development of a complex 
assessment system aimed at tracking these 
results;

— the contradiction between an exten-
sive scientific and methodological fund 
devoted to the study of the problems 
of environmental education in modern 
schools, and the absence of a scientifically 
grounded approach to assessing the results 
of environmental education, developed in 
accordance with its specificity for schools;

— the contradiction between the diversity 
of the results of environmental education 
and the lack of a  scientifically substanti-
ated basis for their classification, the selec-
tion of criteria and indicators;

— the contradiction between the social sig-
nificance of practical environmental pro-
tection for the formation of the ecological 
culture of the individual and the lack of 
appropriate criteria and indicators that 
enable an objective assessment of the 
results of this activity.

Sycheva notes that when assessing the results 
of environmental education, one should pro-
ceed from the understanding of environmental 
culture as an integrated result of environmental 
education, the main elements of which can be 
considered an environmental worldview, envi-
ronmental awareness and environmental com-
petence as the ability to carry out integrated 
environmentally sound activities based on a sys-
tem of environmental knowledge, skills, values, 
beliefs and personality traits. The assessment of 
educational results is considered as a qualitative 
result of correlating the actual achievements of 
students in the field of environmental education 
with the planned ones. Assessment of the results 
of environmental education of schoolchildren 
should take into account its specific features: uni-
versality, focus on the formation of values   as the 
basis for action, subordination to modern ideas 
of “education for sustainable development”, focus 
on the formation of practical and design skills etc. 
This implies the need to include in assessments 
all types of students’ activities that embrace their 
cognitive and practical knowledge, skills and 
value self-determination. Description of goals, 
selection of indicators and classification of the 
results of environmental education of school-
children should take into account the levels of 

Alekseyev, Oganov, Tutynina
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assimilation of the content of environmental edu-
cation which includes the following aspects:

 — descriptive aspect which characterizes 
the ability to perform educational tasks of 
a descriptive type;

— explanatory aspect which characterizes the 
ability to perform tasks of an explanatory 
type, skills in working with information;

 — practical (elementary activity) aspect 
which characterizes the ability to perform 
tasks of a practical type, and includes the 
ability to apply knowledge in practice, 
actions, communication and organiza-
tional-activity skills;

— project activity aspect, which is allocated 
in accordance with the specifics of envi-
ronmental education, characterizes the 
ability to perform environmental projects, 
and includes the whole range of general 
educational skills that are actively formed 
in the course of environmental education, 
value self-determination, self-realization, 
and reflection [9].

The criteria for the ecological culture of an indi-
vidual as the main, comprehensive result of 

ecological education are each of the achieved lev-
els of assimilation of its content, since in aggre-
gate they reflect the essential features of the main 
elements of the ecological culture of ecologi-
cal worldview, consciousness, and competence. 
The general educational results of the ecological 
education of schoolchildren, which characterize 
the types of activity corresponding to a  certain 
level of assimilation of knowledge and skills, will 
be indicators that allow one to directly observe 
and determine the correspondence of the actual 
objective results of the student’s activity to each 
of the criteria, and, therefore, to judge the degree 
of formation of the ecological culture of the per-
sonality of the senior student. Achievement of 
the project level (the ability to carry out project 
activities) is a significant aspect of the ecological 
culture of a person, since activity that is beneficial 
for the social and natural environment is carried 
out on the basis of values   and beliefs at the ini-
tiative of the person, that is, it reflects elements 
of their ecological worldview, consciousness, and 
environmental competence. The types of activ-
ities in which a  high degree of consideration of 
the socio-natural environment is manifested, are 
indicators of results corresponding to the design 
level.
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Table 3
Target indicators of the effectiveness of the implementation  

of the concept of lifelong education in St. Petersburg

№
Components of 
environmental 

education

Criteria for 
the formation 
of ecological 

culture

Target indicators

Indicative and expert assessment of the target  
indicator on a 3-point system (–1, 0, +1)  

and a 10-point system (1–10)

Calculation method Data  
for 2018

1. Environmental 
upbringing

Attitude 
towards 
environmental 
problems of 
the city

The Positive index 
=% of positive 
answers /% of 
negative (indif-
ferent) answers 
(according to the 
results of a socio-
logical study of all 
categories of city 
citizens: school-
children, students, 
adults)

The positive index is more than 1, which 
means that most of the population has 
a positive attitude towards environmen-
tal problems — score + 1 point.
The index is equal to 1 means that the 
number of positively and negative-
ly-minded people is the same, the score 
is -0.
An index less than 1 means that the 
number of negatively tripled children is 
greater than those with positive attitudes, 
a score of –1.
When evaluating on a 10-point system, 
experts assess the dynamics of quantita-
tive indicators — from 1 to 10

+1 / 8

The value 
of environ-
mental quality 
in the rating 
of human 
values

Change in the 
place of the “envi-
ronment” value” 
in the rating of 
human values   (by 
age groups of the 
city population: 
schoolchildren, 
students, adults)

Increase from year to year in the place 
of “environment” in the rating of values, 
score +1.
The environmental rating is low and 
does not change from year to year, the 
score is 0.
The place of the environment is deterio-
rating, which means indifference of the 
population to environmental problems, 
score –1.
When evaluating on a 10-point system, 
experts assess the dynamics of quantita-
tive indicators — from 1 to 10

+1/ 7

Motivation 
for practical 
environmental 
activities

Dynamics of 
motivated citizens 
for environmen-
tal activities (by 
age groups of the 
city population: 
schoolchildren, 
students, adults)

An increase in the motivation of citizens 
to comprehend environmental problems 
is manifested in an increase in the activ-
ity of their participation in environmen-
tal actions, can be assessed as +1 score.
The stability of motivation can be 
considered as the lack of attracting new 
participants to environmental activities, 
and can be assessed as score 0.
The decrease in the motivation of St. 
Petersburg citizens can be estimated as 
–1.
When evaluating on a 10-point system, 
experts assess the dynamics of quantita-
tive indicators — from 1 to 10

+1 /7

Alekseyev Sergey Vladimirovich, Oganov Rafael Sumbatovich, Tutynina Elena VladimirovnaAlekseyev, Oganov, Tutynina
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№
Components of 
environmental 

education

Criteria for 
the formation 
of ecological 

culture

Target indicators

Indicative and expert assessment of the target  
indicator on a 3-point system (–1, 0, +1)  

and a 10-point system (1–10)

Calculation method Data  
for 2018

2. Environmental
informing

Civil position Citizenship 
dynamics of 
the activity of 
public appeals on 
environmental 
issues, violations 
of environmen-
tal legislation by 
individuals and 
legal entities; 
participation in 
public control 
over the imple-
mentation of 
environmental 
legislation in the 
city

The increase in the activity of public 
appeals on environmental issues (both 
for negative phenomena and with grat-
itude for solving urgent environmental 
problems) can be assessed as +1. The 
stability of the number of calls allows us 
to make an estimate of 0. The decrease 
in the activity of St. Petersburg residents 
(with an explanation of the lack of infor-
mation or ineffectiveness of calls) can 
be estimated as -1. When evaluating on 
a 10-point system, experts assess the 
dynamics of quantitative indicators — 
from 1 to 10

+1/ 7

Reliable 
information 
about the 
quality of the 
environment

Expansion of 
the diversity 
and diversity of 
environmental 
education infra-
structure facilities 
(environmental 
centers, envi-
ronmental sites, 
portals)

Increase in the diversity of environmen-
tal education infrastructure facilities is 
rated as +1. Stagnation of this indicator 
allows to set a score of 0. The decrease 
in the infrastructure facilities of the EP 
for various reasons is estimated at –1.
When evaluating on a 10-point system, 
experts assess the dynamics of quantita-
tive indicators — from 1 to 10

+1/ 7

Multidi-
mensional 
consideration 
and under-
standing of 
environmental 
problems, 
rules and 
principles

Implementation 
of interdepart-
mental projects 
and programs 
of environmen-
tal education 
(contests, reviews, 
festivals, forums, 
etc.)

Implementation of interdepartmental 
projects and programs allows to set 
a score of +1. Lack of interdepartmen-
tal projects and programs allows to 
set a score of 0. The declaration of the 
implementation of these projects and 
programs, but their real absence makes it 
possible to give an assessment –1. When 
assessing according to a 10-point system, 
experts assess the dynamics of quantita-
tive indicators — from 1 to 10

- 1 /4
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№
Components of 
environmental 

education

Criteria for 
the formation 
of ecological 

culture

Target indicators

Indicative and expert assessment of the target  
indicator on a 3-point system (–1, 0, +1)  

and a 10-point system (1–10)

Calculation method Data  
for 2018

3. Environmental 
dissemination 
(promotion of 
environmental 
knowledge)

Information 
resources (dig-
italization) of 
environmental 
education

Dynamics of 
information 
resources of 
environmental 
education (sites, 
portals, etc.)

Increasing the quantity and quality 
of information allows to determine 
the score +1. Lack of dynamics of the 
amount of information resources allows 
to determine the score 0.
Closing a number of information 
resources, reducing them for various 
reasons, allows to set a score of –1.
When evaluating on a 10-point system, 
experts assess the dynamics of quantita-
tive indicators — from 1 to 10.

0/ 5

Public envi-
ronmental 
organizations 
and envi-
ronmental 
volunteering

Dynamics of pub-
lic environmental 
organizations 
and their activity, 
volunteer groups 
(by age catego-
ries of the city 
population)

The increase in the number and activity 
of public organizations in different age 
groups makes it possible to estimate the 
indicator as +1. Lack of positive dynam-
ics makes it possible to estimate the 
indicator as 0. Decrease in the number 
of public organizations and the activ-
ity of their activities makes it possible 
to estimate the indicator as –1. When 
assessing according to a 10-point system, 
experts assess the dynamics of quantita-
tive indicators — from 1 to 10

+1 /7

Total for 2018: +5/57

Target indicators are determined based on the 
results of a  sociological survey and a  number 
of expert reviews carried out every three years. 
The results of the research carried out in 2018 
when developing this concept can be consid-
ered as the starting point. The series of exper-
imental data that was obtained will form the 
basis for monitoring the effectiveness of envi-
ronmental education of the population of St. 
Petersburg.

The results of the discussion of the indicator and 
expert assessment of the state of the environmen-
tal education in St. Petersburg in 2018 (see Table 
3) by the focus group method roughly give the 
following results: +5 on the three-point indicator 
system (maximum score +9) and 57 points on the 
ten-point expert system (90 points is the max-
imum number). The sum of points for the pre-
sented indicators, in fact, is a complex, integrative 
indicator of the state of environmental education 
of St. Petersburg.

Table 4
The level of the state of environmental education in St. Petersburg

The level of the state  
of environmental education  

in St. Petersburg

Results
indicator measurements  

(max. score 9)
expert judgments   

(max. score 90)
High level 8–9 80–90
Sufficient level 6–7 60–79
Satisfactory level 4–5 50–59
Low level less than 4 less than 50\

Alekseyev, Oganov, Tutynina
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According to expert estimates in 2018, the level 
of environmental education in St. Petersburg 
is satisfactory; there are reserves for moving 
to a higher level. These indicators can become 

the starting point for monitoring the effec-
tiveness of the implementation of the Concept 
of Continuous Environmental Education in St. 
Petersburg.
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BUILDING RELATIONIONAL HOMES: 
ENCOUNTERING EXPANSIVE CONNECTEDNESS  
IN THE NATURAL WORLD

DAVID Reize
Holds a graduate degree in Psychotherapy and Spirituality, St. Stephen’s 
University (Alberta, Canada). Nature engagement and connection are key 
features of his therapeutic practice at an adventure therapy program nestled 
in the Rocky Mountains.

Abstract Through dialectical viewpoints of relationality and personal knowing, this exploration seeks to weave meanings 
and connections between home, the natural world, and the expansiveness and relatedness of self. More than a mere 
static and individuated entity, the self is viewed here as a context of relational movements, situated between broader 
horizons of seamlessly interacting and dialectically open more-than-human worlds, through which the self accrues 
both depth and dynamic. From this basis the author explores the relationship between themes of belonging and auton-
omy within home, in Nature and the world, viewing these in relation to narrowed and sequestered experiences of a self 
related to substance use and addictions.

Keywords: eco-therapy, relationality, self, home, addictions, embodiment, Indigenous, land-based healing

Introduction

The human relationship to the natural world 
resonates deeply throughout the very makeup 
of the human being, and its entire species. Just 
as a  pebble generates so many ripples across 
a  lake’s smooth surface, there are many layers 
to this resonance, each yielding its own array of 
connections and meaning, along with a reflexive 
possibility of grappling with a sense of self that is 
more than mere individual: a self-in-relation. In 
all its diversity, particularity, and nuance, our 
relationship to our global habitat is as immutable 
as it is problematic in the contemporary world. 
An ever-growing consciousness of how global, 
industrial, commercial patterns of human living 
impact the natural world unearths the reality of 
a sobering and tragic disconnect with the envi-
ronment that has hosted  — and yet still hosts, 

our emergence and flourishing. This outward 
predicament mirrors tenuous inward realities; 
as the crisis with our  other-than-human world 
becomes clearer, this way of framing Nature 
as  other  obscures essential aspects of the very 
relationship we have towards ourselves, con-
founding vital questions of what it truly is to be 
human. The ever-flexing, ever-moving, ever-dy-
namic processes of Nature are by no means 
restricted to our external environs, but in count-
less inscrutable ways they sustain life within our 
own bodies; an unmistakable wilderness churns 
within our drives, desires, and appetites, even as 
widespread struggles with excess and addiction 
reflect this broken relationship; the human spirit 
thirsts for untouched tranquillity, for freedom 
and for a  soul connection with the great wide 
beyond. At bottom, the “great outdoors” is knit 
through the very fabric of humanity, reflecting 
the reality of a deeply troubled relationship.



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1© Ecopoiesis, 2022 41

Building relationional homes: encountering expansive connectedness  in the natural world

Figure 1. Ripples on the shoreline of the Bow river at the place I frequently visited through my research

Conversely, human civilisation pulls incessantly 
towards greater control, quantification, and pre-
dictability, favouring the kinds of knowing that 
submit readily to analysis, dissection, enclo-
sure. In contrast to the boundless and balanced 
interconnectedness of the natural world, the 

Anthropocene proliferates closed systems, bor-
ders, distinctions, and control. What forms of 
self can take shape under such enclosed systems? 
Atomising and dualistic patterns of reason trans-
pose themselves upon persons themselves, infus-
ing the socio-cultural networks in which they 
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abide. This predicament and its implications are 
wide reaching, with many voices seeking to unveil 
the reality of modernity’s true impacts [5, 25]. As 
Taylor describes, the prolific and ubiquitous value 
of individualism in the West, “flattens and nar-
rows our lives, [making] them poorer in meaning, 
and less concerned with others or society” [25, p. 
4]. In turn, Western Psychology has born a long 
history of viewing its subject as individual, hon-
ing in on “intrapsychic dimensions” [4], to the 
neglect of the broader web of relations in which 
the person is held (e.g. social and environmental). 
Furthermore, dualisms between mind and matter 
[4], human and natural, inherently over-identify 
with ‘mind’ and ‘human’, contributing to broader, 
more insidious dualisms of self and other. All this 
remains walled off from natural affinities whose 
relations hold differences in dynamic balance 
with one another. Even as liberal and neo-liberal 
movements undertake critiques of hegemonic 
frameworks of the modern identity, deconstruct-
ing class, race, gender, and more [10,11]  — an 
upshot here is the implicit erosion of “horizons 
of meaning” [25] that framed our relational exis-
tence, such that the individual is all that is left to 
construct an identity around. So much spiritual 
understanding of ourselves relies on these very 
horizons.
Here we encounter addictions, emerging under 
the weight of many conscious and unconscious, 
intergenerational, historical and experiential fac-
tors which gather, by modern reckoning, under 
one small roof. A great many influences converge 

within the atomized and isolated notion of the 
individual; in spite of these many, the burden of 
change in our Western context rests upon a sin-
gular, solitary, and isolated subject.
In light of this prevailing paradigm of indepen-
dence and individuality in the modern self, the 
significance of relationship in the therapeutic set-
ting is widely accepted as “the main curative com-
ponent” [16, p. 357]. Self-in-relation, then, is of 
critical importance to the integration and whole-
ness that many therapies pursue. In this context, 
Adventure Therapy widens further the therapeu-
tic environment to include natural experiential 
and relational exposures that engage the healing 
person in interactive experiences with others in 
a  natural context [9]. The open systems of the 
natural world thus provide ample and diverse set-
tings in which the horizons of the truncated and 
overburdened self may expand in-relation-to.
Therapies intentionally set under open skies 
enlist our spirits to pull and enliven us toward 
expansive, transcendent and relational realms 
of being [8,23,29]; it is our spirits, at ease and at 
play within boundless environments that expand 
our consciousness to at once perceive the self 
as part of the greater  and, in the same moment, 
the greater as part of the self  In place of dualism, 
a  dialectic movement becomes natural within 
this widening of consciousness. Where this wide 
openness of the ecological world evokes possi-
bilities of relational movements of self, here lies 
the dynamic — between home and wilder-space, 
in which this study takes root.

David Reize
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Figure 2. A false dandelion gone to seed in the Rocky Mountain foothills

The layout of this article mirrors the intention 
of the original research work it derives from 
emphasising points of contact, contrast, overlap 
and confluence in a  weaving of discourses and 
sources that highlights contrast and dynamic. 
While the themes of the original work oscillated 
in a  dialectic between belonging and agency, 
home and away, being within nature and nature 
within, the constraints here limit the discourse 
to themes of home and connection with Nature 
as the central axis. After outlining the research 
and experiential backgrounds to this article, I 
offer reflection, expression and analysis on the 
significance of home to creaturely beings, high-
lighting the dynamic interplay of shaping and 

being shaped by these intimate habitats. An 
authentic case example touches these themes to 
earth, fleshing out their meaning in vivo, setting 
the stage for the presentation of an expressive 
art piece that emerged through the journey of 
this work; this piece ties together the themes 
explored here.

Research approach, sources 
and procedure

Relationality is the central touchstone for this 
exploration of how connection and adventure 
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within natural spaces build into a  felt sense of 
openness, responsiveness and flow within the 
healing person’s self-world understanding. Con-
nection and adventure feature within a  larger 
dialectic of home and away, belonging and free-
dom,  a part of  and  apart from, inclusion and 
differentiation. Here we approach the tension 
between these polarities as energised space, rich 
and fecund with relational possibilities of expe-
riencing the other in self, and the self in other. 
In contrast to the sense of stuckness that charac-
terises so much of human difficulty-particularly 
in addictions, these polarities naturally generate 
movement between a  vital dynamic of differ-
ences, evoking relational interactions of stirring, 
activating, flowing and reciprocation. Nature is 
replete with seasons and cycles, and each sys-
tem and dynamic is in seamless interchange 
with the ones around it; These rhythms are the 
very tempo for the dances of life and existence, 
immutably embedded within our nature as 
well, in spite of how our constructed time may 
attempt to diverge.

A relational-heuristic approach

Heuristic inquiry offers a  fitting model that 
approaches knowledge in a  personal way, fos-
tering a rigorous process of exploration through 
natural movements and instincts of self in rela-
tion to the central question [13,18]. Being con-
scious of the individualising Western milieu, I 
further sought to balance this usage of self with 
an acknowledgement that Shawn Wilson [27], 
echoing Stan Wilson [28], makes in understand-
ing the self-as-relationship: that “we are the rela-
tionships that we hold and are part of ” [27, p. 
80]. Importantly, in the Indigenous worldview 
that Wilson speaks from, this  self-as-relation-
ship  extends beyond the Western interpersonal 
sense of  self-in-relation  [e.g. 24], to encompass 
a vital relationship with the land, and “all living 
things” [28]. This paradigm strongly resonates 
with the relational currents of this undertaking, 
and with my worldview in general. In my own 
experiences around Indigenous ceremonies the 
phrase “all my relations” represents this sense 
of relatedness that I have with all the beings 
that sustain balance for the world I inhabit  — 
these words honour all beings with which I am 
connected, and bear out a  sense of reciprocal 

accountability. Respectfully, I acknowledge the 
depth that such Indigenous values hold in me, 
as well as the extent that my understanding and 
application of  the heuristic methodology follows 
its influence 
I pause with care here to acknowledge the land 
upon which I write, think, feel and relate, with 
deep respect and admiration for the heredi-
tary peoples of this place called “Mohkinstsis”, 
namely the Blackfoot, Tsuut’ina and Stoney 
Nakoda Nations. I am indebted to the teachings, 
ceremonies, wisdom and care of Indigenous 
Elders, who have provided guidance and per-
mission for this research and discourse.

Sources

The research that underlies this article took root 
in three distinct sources: 1) the journaling and 
experiences of my participatory observation 
with the young men enrolled in the Shunda 
Creek program in the six months of my role as 
live-in student counsellor there, along with addi-
tional experiences as a student of psychotherapy; 
2) the data of the adventure therapy experienc-
ing scale (ATES) [20], collected from partici-
pants of Shunda Creek between April 2018 and 
April 2020, overlapping with my own time there; 
and 3) my own direct relationship with the nat-
ural world, held within memories, practises, and 
meanings that have long preceded this study. 
In the course of this work these have taken on 
a more intentional quality, which included sev-
eral expressive pieces of art and poetry that have 
emerged organically throughout the process, 
one such piece is included and discussed here.
Taking Nature as a  source in itself invokes the 
question of how it is that a  human discourse 
on Nature can presume to speak for Nature 
itself. The posture taken here, which I strive to 
espouse, hopes to speak  from  Nature, rather 
than for Nature. The natural world lives through 
a  humble instinct  — an inalienable presence 
unto itself, so cleanly embodied. Vestiges of this 
instinct yet remain within our nervous systems, 
and our spirits; Its streams channel through the 
murky and mysterious worlds of our dreams; 
Its molten energy erupts in the untamable 
exuberance of our young. These points of con-
nection mean that while the natural world is 
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rightly other-than-human, it may also be a realm 
in which we participate without conscious 
awareness  — a  greater world of which we are 
little aware, and yet no less inextricably a part: 
a more-than-human world [1]. The significance 
of phenomenological experience, instinct, intu-
ition and tacit understandings — as an heuristic 
approach entails, are thus emphasised as sources 
of knowing that may never have lost their con-
nection to the natural order; this realm in which 
we were originally held — and are yet still held, 
however unaware.

Participants and particulars

Our exploration of the significance of Nature 
affinity in construals and reflexive under-
standings of the self takes an important root 

in the adventure therapy (AT) programming 
of Shunda Creek. This residential wilder-
ness-based program serves addiction recovery 
in young adult men (ages 18 to 24) for a 90-day 
duration [21]. Treatment, both in camp and on 
trail, is overseen by clinicians and facilitated by 
experienced support staff, in an approach that 
strives to be responsive and empowering to the 
client. Shunda employs an integration of expe-
riential and mindfulness-based approaches with 
a strong emphasis on group engagement, inten-
tion setting, and a progressive journey of treat-
ment marked by initiation rites into next stages 
of treatment. Extended wilderness trips, both 
solo and in groups, are integral components of 
treatment, framed by preparation and intention 
setting in advance, and reflection and process-
ing upon return, harvesting and integrating the 
experiences of this adventure.
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Figure 3. Art therapy client overlooks rappelling opportunity in AT outtrip
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The adventure therapy (AT) that informs much 
of the Shunda Creek program is a Nature-based 
therapeutic model using Nature experiences as 
a key factor of holistic healing [9]. AT’s emphasis 
on “a prescriptive use of adventure experiences” 
[9, p.  1], has typically trended toward themes 
of action, intention and choice, and some have 
suggested that the nature-based element of AT 
remains under-recognised; yet more recently 
the impact of mindfulness practises in AT have 
become a  subject of exploration [19]. Impor-
tantly, a recent meta-analysis [22] finds a signif-
icant relationship between mindfulness and con-
nectedness to nature, though no AT studies were 
represented. In light of the emphasis AT places on 
an active engagement within and upon the nat-
ural world, an important shift in our focus here 
brings Nature to the fore, viewing it as home, with 
the meaningful sense of connection and relation-
ality that such an appraisal may evoke.
Several instruments routinely chart the progress 
and experiences of Shunda’s clients. Along with 
providing information for program improve-
ment, the research offers therapeutic benefit 
through routine outcome monitoring (ROM) 
[3,20], as results and progress are reviewed and 
discussed with clients. The adventure ther-
apy experiencing scale (ATES) is administered 

alongside an outcome measure of psycho-social 
stress (the OQ 45.2) at two-week intervals. The 
ATES measures the self-perceived impact of AT 
experiences for clients, and features Nature as one 
factor, alongside  reflection,  challenge  and  inter/
intrapersonal  factors. To understand the impact 
and effect of mindfulness experiences on the cli-
ents, the FFMQ is completed at the beginning 
and end of their stay.
My participation in the community of Shunda 
consisted in living at the camp 3 days per week 
throughout the research, during which I joined in 
most group programmed activities, including AA 
meetings, out-trip intention setting, community 
meetings, mealtimes, rites of passage (passage 
fires), out-trips and other aspects of community 
life. The breadth of my live-in experience of the 
program helped provide a  strong participatory 
sense of the community. I kept a journal to doc-
ument interactions, perspectives and experiences 
that took place in this time, particularly relating 
to natural interactions, ensuring the anonymity 
of others involved. This writing provided a kind 
of self-observation, reflecting on my place in the 
community, my own sense of self in nature, and 
checking myself for bias and an appropriate sense 
of distance, as an important aspect of my partici-
patory role [6].

Figure 4. View from third night’s campsite on art therapy excursion with five clients
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No place like home

“Nature is not a place to visit  It is home” — 
(G  Snyder, The Practice of the Wild)

As we approach this important theme of Nature 
as a  home I invite you, the reader, to take your 
shoes off, and imagine setting your feet down on 
a carpet of lush, soft moss. Perhaps you can imag-
ine a gentle flutter in the air, accompanied by the 
bright and delicate welcome of chirping sparrows 
not far away. Grounded by earth, immersed in 
air, bathed in light. Find a comfortable position 
for your body and take a  few deep breaths and 
allow your gaze to orient you within this moment. 
Notice any settling that might take place in your 
nervous system; perhaps you can find a  home 
within this moment. Perhaps a  home may be 
offered within the conversation that is about to 
transpire between the following thoughts, nar-
ratives and experiences I’ve strung together in 
this section. I hope that you can even begin to 
move about within these themes and ideas, per-
haps branching off with some of your own. Please 
make yourself at home.
We begin here, with home, just as a  tree begins 
embedded in the earth; grounded in place; secure 
and stable within a soil that will support its devel-
opment. We are creatures of the earth and sky, of 
root and wing, and we begin now, as we began 
at the very first: rooted and embedded, enclosed 
within a warm safety; supported and assured. As 
perhaps you have already begun to experience, 
home is a powerful and ubiquitous aspect of our 
nature. It fosters a settling of the mind, heart and 
nervous system. A felt sense of ease supports the 
whole being. These senses of familiarity, safety and 
comfort that home engenders are by no means 
exclusive to the human experience, but are widely 
found within the more-than-human world. The 
digging, rooting, weaving, piling, and construct-
ing instincts of living creatures show the vital sig-
nificance in life’s often painstaking tendency to 
take root and embed within its environment.
This is a deep and fundamental characteristic of 
living creatures on this planet — this shared trait 
of taking root within place. Creatures of air, land 
and sea, we are all homing beings; And fundamen-
tally the place in which we home — this ground 
of our being, is our planet. It can be said that the 
vast array of diversity that is  homed  within this 
world has been given birth to and parented by the 

totality of conditions of this planet — by this plan-
et’s very nature, by its personality, by all its rela-
tions interacting and relating with one another in 
a diverse and grand ecology. This dynamic, bal-
anced, all-encompassing personality of care and 
provision we call Mother Earth.
The significance of this parental relationship may 
be at risk of being obscured in our moment of 
history by a  confusion of the scientific tongue, 
a  pursuit of stark causation, and a  reduction of 
the agency and personality of our cosmos to mere 
cause and effect; in a word, the exorcism of spirit 
from the cosmos, leaves nothing but hollow, empty 
matter to our minds. What is left for us if we have 
lost our sense of home within this world? And yet 
even for those supremely cultivated in Western 
scientific paradigms, a  common experience for 
astronauts, projected into space and seeing our 
planet from outside itself is a deeply personal and 
emotional connection [30]. In looking back upon 
the planetary globe that encloses all they have 
known so well, it is not the dispassionate, empir-
ical view that so captivates, but an expansive feel-
ing of affinity and solidarity that bears that essen-
tial quality of home. This overwhelming sense of 
“identification with humankind and the planet as 
a whole” is a common experience for astronauts, 
described as the “overview effect” [30, p. 1].
As a  critical aspect of this discussion, we must 
acknowledge a complexity in speaking of home. 
Notwithstanding the necessity of key supports 
for our development, and a sense that each of us, 
developing as we have, must have experienced 
some kind of a home, with some semblance order, 
familiarity, “normal”, and relative comfort; yet 
no home is ideal, and no one’s development has 
been perfectly supported. Many have had to forge 
for themselves a  semblance of protection and 
warmth within cold, unwelcoming and even hos-
tile environments. Here this word may mean very 
little, or perhaps even something negative and 
painful. Home implies relationships, and where 
these have been neglectful or harmful, the notion 
of home may carry many painful and threatening 
associations. We must hold space for this pain; In 
this we acknowledge that our speaking of home 
is born on aspirational rather than descriptive 
tones, and attend to fostering feelings of safety, 
connection and belonging that exhibit the true 
meaning of the word.
Importantly, tracking this diversity in each 
unique subjective experience is poignantly rel-
evant for those who would ally with the healing 
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ethos of the natural world. Alongside significant 
differences in individual experience, the shelter of 
our human contexts so increasingly disconnects 
us from the elements of Nature, and the in-flux, 
untamed and exposed qualities of its open envi-
ronments become enshrouded by apprehensions 
for many clients we work with. We must validate 
and accommodate these discomforts and fears, 
even as the work of fostering new connections 
with Nature bears such healing potential.
We explore the nature of home, and a  home in 
Nature through an interweaving of contrasting 
textures of belonging and autonomy, receptivity 
and action, trauma and healing, fear and love 
provide a  dynamic of depth, texture and com-
plexity. Fear, friendship, freedom and flow are 
important themes within the overlapping and 
oscillating movements of the research discourse. 

In the full movement, these strong motifs, rather 
than being a  contradiction may relate as in 
Nature, finding a balance of opposites; when one 
polarity belongs to the other, the energised move-
ments between them create conditions for heal-
ing, growing, transcending; a  synergy we might 
call “flow”. The crucial quality of a flow state [7] 
is relationally responsive interaction. Freedom 
lives within responsiveness. The care-free play 
of the raven amidst staggering gale-force winds 
bespeaks a  sharp attunement between sensory 
and motor functioning, in one instance sensing 
a shift in the wind’s force and direction, and in the 
next responding with such exactitude as to meet 
wind with wing in seamless harmony. The prow-
ess of this display does not belong to the raven 
alone, but in all these shared intimacies between 
itself and the tempest.

Figure 5. Raven soaring on mountain gusts

Home is both empowerment and belonging, as 
we seek to speak of it, not only housing rela-
tional movements, but like the self, it is com-
posed of these very relationships, offering 
a  dynamic flow within its stable, responsive 
and caring environs for a  natural dialectic of 
relationality to take shape.

The transformation of space into place, environ-
ment into habitat, and location into home unfolds 
as the living space becomes marked by the distinct 
scent of its inhabitants. Home is a place marked 
by the nature and character of the creature that 
builds it, imprinted by the modes through which 
the creature relates to their ecological world for 
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surviving and thriving. Home is more than a shel-
tering from elements and enemies, but radiates 
a  felt quality of familiarity, safety and comfort. 
More than housing stores of sustenance, a home 
shares space with family and intimate relations, 
and even neighbours and non-threatening others. 
The muskrat for instance is known to share the 
warmth of its burrow with shrews, voles and rice 
rats in the cold winter months [15]. In viewing the 
self as a context of relations, home in a very real 
way fosters the intimate relationships that make 
up the self; it is a dwelling both secure and stable, 
and in the same moment convecting a relational 
dance that sustain the vital movements of life. The 
self is made up of home relationships, for better 
or worse — in security and safety, and in chaos 
and unsafety, and the movements and exchanges 
that take place within them have both a formative 
and self-sustaining significance.

Hearth and home: A place 
of order and attachment

Entering this dynamic of home we notice how 
it holds the self in its need for stability, security, 
and safety. Its familiarity encompasses a  family 
of vital and intimate relations that call the self 
into being, in turn reflecting it back to the self, 
in effect making it real. This reflexive environ-
ment is crucial for young development, echoing 
into maturity through important imprints on the 
internal realm, impacting a person’s felt sense of 
security and agency in the self-world relation-
ship. Conversely, a  home outwardly reflects the 
internal realm of the ones living there, whether 
bleak and bare, chaotic and cluttered, warm and 
personal, organised and controlled. Jung explores 
this connection between self and home in his own 
self-reflective work [14], imagining the building 
of self as a  gradual construction of a  mansion, 
adding room by room. Maintenance and upkeep 
of home reflects the significance of self-care, as 
the recursive dynamic transposes the care of one’s 
home into a caring, nurturing environment of the 
self  — engendering the energised relationship 
between active and receptive polarities.

Case example
One client I journeyed with in the time writ-
ing — we will call Tamara, described her recovery 
from addictions as beginning with a walkthrough 

notification from her landlord. As she imag-
ined someone else walking through her house 
Tamara realised she lived in a house that felt like 
a dump — “a house, but not a home”. This realisa-
tion worked its way out in a deep cleaning process 
that lasted days, and at its end, she marvelled at 
the way her now clean and orderly home changed 
the way her “family moved and interacted” with 
one another, making things feel more light, per-
sonable and cheery. As we explored, the condition 
of Tamara’s house reflected how she felt inside. In 
the aftermath of childhood abuse, neglect and the 
complex trauma of a prolonged abusive relation-
ship in adulthood, she herself felt like a dumping 
ground for someone else’s trash. A thick layer of 
numbing mechanisms and escape strategies had 
proven adaptive in her short-term survival, but in 
the long run laid waste to her internal sense of 
safety and order. Top among these strategies was 
Tamara’s relationship to alcohol. Tamara’s recov-
ery and healing is an ongoing work for her, but 
this awareness of how her sense of self is held and 
nurtured within her home environment was a key 
insight, and thinking of herself as a kind of home 
became an important metaphor for our work 
together.
From here she and I began to notice how rigidly 
enclosed we are in this therapy room — boxed in 
on all sides. As we work with what is present to 
us and what we have around us, this very room 
becomes a  metaphor of our therapeutic milieu. 
In other moments we allow our imaginations 
to carry us out into the open air, where every-
thing is touching everything else  — everything 
is connected. This way of thinking broadened the 
resources available for Tamara’s healing beyond 
what is enclosed within the tightly sealed box 
of the self, to her connection with “all my rela-
tions”, drawing upon a  plethora of supporting 
and reciprocal relationships  — an open system. 
Impromptu sojourns into the mountains came 
alive as encounters with her healers and guides. 
At another moment, in session fostering thick, 
deep silence, yielded to the felt presence of her 
grandmothers and grandfathers in the room with 
us, blessing and supporting her healing.
As Tamara discovered, feeling herself an active 
agent in her home entailed a  vital sense of 
empowerment. This quality of home as a  place 
where a  sense of control is exerted supports an 
important connection with one’s own power. This 
is particularly salient to marring experiences 
of disempowerment in upbringing, whether in 
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childhood neglect, in direct emotional, physi-
cal or sexual abuse, or in witnessing any of these 
within the home.
In its optimum form, a key quality of home reflects 
back the purpose, action, movement, interactivity 
and creativity of its inhabitants — the scent of the 
self becomes an external sign that the self carries 
weight in the world, takes up space, possesses 
gravity — in a word: matters.

Building homeworlds: An 
expressive contemplation  
on the beaver’s blessing

The beaver became an important companion 
through the past year and a half of my life. The 
beaver’s resilient determination and quiet, steady 
provisions became thematic in my ongoing prac-
tice of riverside meditation that complimented 
this work. Its habitat was the context of many 
hours of stillness, self-reflection, and relational 
connection. The personality and spirit of this 
small, powerful being, within an unobstructed 
relational world made indelible impacts on my 
thinking, feeling, moving and being during this 
time. Beaver’s quiet, industrious presence accom-
panied my contemplations as home became their 
central axis, a touchstone for exploring its devel-
opmental, somatic, narrative and cosmological 
significance. 
Beaver is at once a  fastidious home-maker and 
formidable world-builder. Channelling the flow 
of the river, Beaver painstakingly constructs dams 
that curb its course, allowing it to run deeper and 
slower, generating a  homespace for their family 
and relations; in so doing Beaver builds the entire 
world of pondlife that emerges in this enclosed 
domain. This water is not stagnant, but filtered 
slowly through the permeability of the woven 
construction of its dam. Although widely culled 
by humans for the way their dams flood lands 
that are otherwise “usable” to the Anthropocene 
of commercial interests, these floodlands become 
worlds of vital wetland habitats for entire ecosys-
tems of life. This long-standing human conflict 
with such a formidable creator of natural worlds 
signals a  competition between world builders: 

One innately observing the natural law imprinted 
within, proliferating the natural diversity and bal-
ance of the original world; the other rising up in 
sharp distinction — and disconnect — to its sur-
roundings with the tireless modalities and ratio-
nalities of the Anthropocene. As the conflicts play 
out, landscapes trend in favour of static, inflexible 
topographies that cater to the purposes of only 
one creature.
Yet a  semblance of some primordial program-
ming within my own humanness remains: this 
peace and serenity I feel at rooting myself in that 
long, lazy shoreline on the Bow river’s edge, it 
nods at an enduring capacity to catch glimpses of 
myself as a part of a greater balance. My breathing 
slows and a gradual melting of tension takes place 
through my nervous system as I am met by an 
innumerable, often subtle diversity of sensations 
hosted here. I am met with a  sizable collection 
of “beaver blessed” twigs and sticks — what last 
evening had been a veritable feast of meticulously 
nibbled outer and inner bark for this patient crea-
ture. This work here reassembles a careful peeling 
back of layers, to the nourishment of the heart, 
mind and spirit. Teeth deftly sinking through pro-
tective outer layers, finding the juice and softness 
of its hidden surfaces, puckering at the tannins, 
exploring by texture and feel... eyes are of little 
help — guided instead by the pull of thirst and an 
honest hunger that yearns for the rich, life-sus-
taining nutrients and sustenance — something of 
real substance.
These narrow, pencil straight, bare and nimble 
willow fingers are piled up in one spot, not fif-
teen yards from the beaver home I pass on my 
habitual path —  — a lodge whose gradual con-
struction I observe across two seasons. Some-
thing about this pile feels as though it is being 
gifted, and I lay down tobacco in thankful return 
to this kindness of Beaver. Back in the domain of 
my own home, the offering comes together with 
ease in a union that feels as though the piece is 
creating itself through me. Rough yarn made 
of the wool shorn from the llamas that shared 
my childhood home by the river, and shards of 
reflective mirror join form with Beaver blessed 
twigs, creating a balancing system that will find 
a  place above the entryway, greeting all who 
enter our home.
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Figure 6. Art-of-Fact 2:  
“Beaver’s Blessing” is composed of beaver-stripped willow twigs and sticks, a spool of llama’s wool,  

mirror shards, Beaver grass, and mud and root fibres from a beaver pond 

“Beaver’s Blessing” is a suspension of willow twigs 
textured by beaver’s teeth, delicately balanced 
with shards of reflective mirror and a nested fea-
ture of beaver grass. An interweaving of its parts 
creates sections of enclosure and open space, 
interacting with mirror pieces and yarn. This 
interweaving bespeaks an intimacy or interpen-
etration, wherein the being and position of one 
intersects with that of the other, generating rela-
tional space by this interaction.
At the outset “Beaver’s Blessing” asks something 
very challenging of its viewer. The careful eye 

glimpses an image of self in the reflective shards 
of mirror suspended in the balance. To see oneself 
in the shards, among their sharp, imperfect edges 
resembles a  painful honesty and humility that 
honours a need for healing. These shards do not 
become unbroken, just as the event of wounding 
is never undone; the process of healing wounds 
leaves scars, and scars — if given voice, may come 
to speak of resilience and survival. Accepting the 
realities (but not conditions) of woundedness 
is an important condition of recovery, healing 
and renewal. The wholeness of healing is not an 

David Reize



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1© Ecopoiesis, 2022 53

Building relationional homes: encountering expansive connectedness  in the natural world

unbreaking of my brokenness; rather it is a pro-
cess of careful balance through which the break-
ing is woven back into relation with the qualities 
of a greater fabric.
Disconnection from the body is a major obstacle 
to the relational world this body opens access to, 
and is often an outcome of shattering life expe-
riences. In my clinical work a  strong sense of 
numbness exuded from a young man accompa-
nied by boredom and addiction that kept roots 
in a particularly tumultuous and chaotic past. He 
dropped many hints about violent experiences in 
his life, some inflicted on him, and many he had 
perpetrated; it was clear to me that he had been 
much wounded in all this, though the focus of his 
narratives centre on the things he had done. This 
focus appeared the function of a survival tactic of 
talking a big game, whole he took care to spare 
me the more indictable particulars. It would suf-
fice for him to say that he had hurt many people, 
that he rarely slept, but that when he did it his 
“piece” lay under the pillow, under the constant 
fear of reprisal and revenge. His presence and 
demeanour strike my memory as being marked 
by a peculiar mix of magnetic charm, with deep, 
albeit understated loyalty towards his fellow 
bunkmates, those flat, deadpan eyes and that wry, 
chafing laughter. The numbness about him reso-
nated as a great “boredom” — a word which often 
echoed through the halls of the addiction treat-
ment centre where we met. Boredom is described 
in AA and other addictions literature as a  hall-
mark companion of addiction. Yet the unspoken 
and largely unconscious truth of it is that the 
world is not boring, but that it appeared so to 
these young men because of the ways they adap-
tively protected and walled off their openness to 
it, severing connections and possibilities of joy, 
exuberance and passion that come with recipro-
cal participation in a greater realm.

The traumas, wounds and unsupported vulnera-
bilities of youth — both experienced and inher-
ited, become the lens through which the self is 
confirmed of in relation to the world. As such 
viewpoints congeal and normalise on social and 
cultural stages, they contribute to overarching 
narratives of isolation and independence, as are 
so prevalent in the West. Some describe this as 
collective trauma [1,26], emphasising how trau-
matic reactions of fear, self-preservation and hos-
tility imbed within the very language and para-
digm of the culture. Perhaps to done extent these 
mirrored shards offer us a  glimpse of ourselves 
living in a ‘normal’ that “shatter[s] the construc-
tion of the self that is formed and sustained in 
relation to others” [12, p. 51].
In view of how trauma and addictions “wall-off,” 
“hole-up” and constrict the self into smaller and 
narrower experiences, the negative space in this 
art piece bears a  significant theme of permea-
bility, and openness, taking place within frames 
of enclosure. Life experiences, histories and 
enculturated narratives of trauma and unsup-
ported growth engender feelings of exposure and 
unsafety in the world. What a  clever and adap-
tive instinct that leads this person to contrive 
for themselves a  surrogate home of shelter and 
escape, even if this home is slowly looking them. 
They are homes constructed under the short-
sighted influence of threat-avoidance and scar-
city thinking, overemphasising the need for solid, 
protective and impermeable walls. No windows. 
No airflow. The inadvertent outcome is isolation 
and brittle rigidity. The “Brickwork” quality [1] of 
the Western paradigm bears an important paral-
lel here, and yet the impulse to diametrically resist 
and oppose both these forms is itself a product of 
dualistic fear-based thinking. Rigidity and certi-
tude are not softened through opposition and cri-
tique, but through inclusion and care.  
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Figure 7. Capturing this moment of demolition in downtown Calgary gripped me as a dramatic portrayal  
of the inability of a “brickwork” society to support the developmental needs of our youth   

To me it evokes a sense of Cronus parenting, as industrial time threatens to consume our young 

belonging leads to a sense of ownership, owner-
ship translates into a feeling of responsibility, and 
responsibility creates reciprocity, which creates 
safety.” [17, p. 99]
The necessary safety that underlies our innate 
healing capacities are sewn into an awareness 
of belonging to a greater whole.
The mirror’s reflective quality parallels that beau-
tiful way that waters interact with light, alluding 
to possibilities of a  reflective awareness of our-
selves and a  restoration of fluidity and flow. In 
the redemption of our relatedness, signalled by 
a  return to our embodied nature, these shards 
may be healed in all the ways they are received 
back into an interwoven community of meaning 
and experience.
Beaver’s Blessing, between the rigidity of its twigs 
and the pliant quality of its strings, holds together 
with both structure and flex. Its cohesiveness and 
balance are brought about through the natural 
law of gravity itself. Any movement and change 
on one side of the piece entails a movement and 

Dualities and exclusion are features of a protec-
tive trauma narrative that construes the world as 
black or white: safe or threatening. Our own expe-
riences become cast in this light, and what feels 
overwhelming and threatening  — these shards 
of our broken histories, are adaptively excluded 
and avoided in the short-term. The upshot of our 
connectedness and relationality emphasises the 
crucial equilibrium between the polarities and 
extremes of any system we are a part of. Between 
one side and the other there exists a centre which 
holds balance. Balance begins to restore as both 
protective and exiled parts of ourselves, resigned 
as they’ve become to worlds of black and white, 
are invited back into one whole, held with love 
and acceptance within this home.
As  Asiniwachi Nehiyaw  writer Suzanne Methot 
beautifully expresses, with an emphasis on par-
ticipating in the community of Nature,
“Being connected to community is about being 
related to and a  part of something. This relat-
edness creates the experience of belonging, 

David Reize
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change on the other as well, and only in a careful 
accommodation of this dynamic is the balance of 
the whole realised.

An Earthen Heart, the 
Hearth of Home: Concluding 
expressions

The common letters of both “heart” and “Earth” 
are emblematic of the progressive creation of this 
piece; it first became apparent that the compo-
sition required a  heart, and then later that this 
heart should be semi-permeable and partially 
enclosed in earth. The heart came about in con-
nection with a  felt need to incorporate an ele-
ment of “beaver grass,” as we had used in the 
Sweat Lodge, and which I passed every day on 
my walk by the river. Considering how the bea-
ver relates to this broad-leafed marsh inhabitant, 
collecting it in the fall and carpeting and nesting 
the interior of its home, I felt a sense of warmth 
and provision in it, and came to connect this as 
heart-material, relating the care and love of the 
homefires.
It is clear that warm, loving and supporting 
relationships are not a luxury of our nature, but 
a necessity. Extending this sense of care and nur-
turance to the relation of self in the natural world 
evokes the very real sense in which we are ever 
held and supported by our original mother. In 
the ways that home entails a dialectic of love and 
freedom, inclusion and differentiation, belong-
ing and adventure, the heart of this piece, strewn 
through with threads of red and blue, both imi-
tates cardio anatomy, and signifies the contrast-
ing elements of water and fire. In water there is 
a softness, a coolness, a reflection and an immer-
sive inclusion, and in fire there is a burning heat, 
a  flare of action, a  movement and a  need for 
appropriate distance.
The viewer will notice how the heart in this 
piece is ostensibly on the right. Here the work 
invites one to enter into it, to view through it, 
and by so doing enact a  direct transposition 
(not reflection) onto the self, that would cor-
rectly place the heart on the left. In contrast 
to a  face-to-face analysis, which characterises 
the kinds of knowledge sought after in direct 
processes like interviewing, reading and dis-
section, for instance,  Beaver’s Blessing  invites 
the viewer into a  participation with itself, to 

journey together through its oscillations and 
contours, facing the same way and sharing an 
encounter. Like this research, it does not yield 
a  comprehensive and objective understand-
ing, but only portrays and narrates through an 
experiential tableau. The crux of the invitation, 
in parallel with the ceaseless invitations of the 
natural world, is to co-create a tableau vivant as 
one begins living through it — moving out into 
a wide, wild world of first-hand experiences of 
finding and creating home in natural realms. 
Healing in Nature begins in opening to the 
flow of encounters in this abundant holding 
environment.
The final element to be included, then, was earth, 
and in light of the ways this piece came together 
it felt natural to somehow frame the heart with 
this element, particularly as we recognise Earth 
as home. Our experiences of home are both 
emplaced within the clay forms of these bod-
ies — humans  composed of humus, and located 
by the particular place we occupy on Earth. Yet 
while such an enclosed sense of place is necessary 
for our development, healing and flourishing, 
the permeability of this enclosure is equally vital, 
and so in  Beaver’s Blessing  the earthen feature 
wraps around the frame, denoting essential gaps 
through which both our sense of place (enclosed) 
and the sense of ourselves in space (expansive) 
can be recognised.
When first applying this layer of mud and 
fibrous root material, collected from the pond 
floor of the beaver’s lodge I often visited, it 
appeared dark and distinct, as it does in the 
photo included above. But as air began pull-
ing at its moisture, the colour became more 
subtle and understated, yielding a  humble 
grey tone. Something in this lays the course 
for our healing as humans. Moving from the 
attention-grabbing world of our constructed 
environments, into the subtle and unassuming 
communications of Nature means decentering 
our experience, and rediscovering the self as 
part of something greater. Such a  movement 
from hubris to humus, reconnects our human 
nature into the seamless relationality of the 
Nature of which we are composed.

Footnote
This article is derived from the explorations 
and findings of a  Thesis research project found 
here: https://doi.org/10.7939/r3-yk5v-2296.
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PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

ECOLOGICAL GRIEF IS A REAL THING

SARAH West
works for her own private practice, Earthen Vision (www.earthenvision.com), 
as a consultant and professional environmental arts therapist with individuals 
and organizations to support innovative, sustainable and connected decision-
making practices. She has her graduate level art therapy diploma from 
the Kutenai Art Therapy Institute (DKATI). She has a Masters in public 
administration and a degree in cultural anthropology and peace studies. 
Her primary focus is to improve organizational decision making by helping 
people and groups find focus, clarity and creativity by deepening their 
connection to the land around them. She has over a decade of experience 
leading consultations, strategic planning and policy initiatives with provincial 
governments and Indigenous communities. She lives and works in Nelson, 
British Columbia, in the unceded territories of the Sinixt, Ktunaxa, Syilx 
(Okanagan), and Secwepemc Peoples.

Abstract This essay speaks to the reality of our invisible and visible interconnection with all life on the planet, with a focus 
on ecological grief as a powerful feeling which can awaken us to our authentic perception of our planet and our own 
eco-human needs. Ecological grief speaks to the necessity of reawakening our heart and our connection with the earth, 
to help us remember how to attune to and trust our emotions and feelings related to human and natural ecology.  

Keywords: ecological grief, reciprocation, climate change, environment

Awake uncharacteristically early, I open my eyes 
to the dawn. My chest is tight. I can’t take a full 
breath. There is a  heavy weight on my ribcage.   
I’ve done enough somatic work to know this is 
stress manifesting. The wisdom of my body tells 
me the wildfire smoke has rolled in before I even 
open the blinds or the news. Eco grief alighted, 
yet again.
I was on a  long awaited, deeply needed, work-
ing vacation to rejuvenate around the coast. 
Graciously, and somewhat guiltily, I was mostly 
breathing fresh air while my community of 
humans back home in the interior navigated 
evacuation orders, relentless smoke, and the inev-
itable fallout of cumulative mental and physical 
stress. 

World on fire

For all its renowned beauty and first world priv-
ilege, British Columbia, Canada, is emerging as 
a place that feels the impacts of climate change, 
climate crisis, quite intensely. It gets set on fire. 
Poorly replanted forests act as kindling, again 
and again. The town of Lytton burned down. 
Actually.  What little is left of its famed ancient 

trees of sizes so immense, you can hardly fathom 
them, are being cut down. In summers of 
record-breaking heat waves, the waters are dry-
ing up, and are too hot for the fish.  In the fall, 
floods wash away the habitat of the fish and their 
fry, as well as our highways. Grocery stores can 
be laid bare from panic buying. Grizzly bears 
are hungry too, reported in areas they aren’t 
normally. I wonder if its related to the moun-
tain berries that turned to dust in my mouth this 
summer.
My goodness, the list is endless and sometimes it 
doesn’t feel helpful or trauma informed to detail 
it. We can all see and feel these changes in our 
corners of the world, if our eyes and hearts are the 
least bit open.
Paired with these destabilizing changes in our 
environment is a global pandemic. There’s much 
talk of “getting back to normal.” People want to 
play, socialize and regain some semblance of nor-
malcy, in the midst of the climate crisis around 
them. I don’t blame them. But the thing is, there is 
no “normal” anymore.  The cycles of our earth as 
we know it are changing, and it’s impacting every 
one of us, pandemic or not.
So where does this leave us? Here, I’ll raise the 
concept of eco grief.
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Figure 1. “Fish Facing Fire & Flood” — Pen & Ink by Sarah West

My entire life, I’ve had a front row seat to witness 
the happenings of our planet, politically and envi-
ronmentally. This has been paired with a deeply 
cultivated, loving, personal relationship with the 
lands and waters, and inevitably, personally and 
professionally, my life has centered around advo-
cating for creating spaces where we can heal — 
ourselves, our communities and the land — and 
fold us back into the web of connection. This 
intense connection with the earth has also meant 
a lifetime of experiencing eco grief. Maybe a new 
concept to some, it’s important to name and 
explore what it can look like in our lives.

Ecological grief is a real thing

Firstly, let’s start with… eco grief is a real thing. 
Sometimes nebulous, sometimes brazen, cer-
tainly existential.  And if you are noticing what’s 
going on with our earth, you’ve probably had 
a taste of it. The very world that we depend on for 
life is stressed beyond anything we’ve seen before, 

and it makes sense that we inevitably respond 
in-kind, whether consciously or unconsciously.
As I wrote about in my environmental arts ther-
apy thesis [5] eco grief, or climate change grief, is 
considered a “disenfranchised grief,” where there 
is no socially allocated measures for acknowledg-
ing losses and sorrow related to the environment 
[1, p.58]. The softening required to ask, listen and 
reciprocate with oneself and the land can open 
one up to experiencing grief which may be pres-
ent in the land itself or our own grief of what’s 
been done to it. 
For a deep dive on ecological grief, I highly rec-
ommend reading Francis Weller’s The Wild Edge 
of Sorrow [4], Leslie Davenport’s Emotional 
Resiliency in the Era of Climate Change [1], and 
Joanna Macy and Molly Brown’s Coming Back to 
Life [3]. 
https://www.francisweller.net/books.html
https://lesliedavenport.com/books-articles/
https://workthatreconnects.org/resource/
coming-back-to-life-the-updated-guide/.
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Manifestation of ecological grief

Eco grief can manifest in many ways. It can register 
as literal pain in our bodies. Sometimes it feels like 
low grade, ongoing anxiety with nothing to really 
pin it to. It can turn our minds to the existential… 
“what can we do?”  “Where can we go?” It can look 
like depression, anxiety, anger, frustration, escap-
ism and despair as our plans and way of life shifts. 
For me, eco grief looks like a lot of things. I often 
dream about driving a van far down a forest road, 
and living off the land if it gets real bad. I named 
the ecological grief workshops I offer “Take to 
the Hedges” because I more often than naught 
want to hide in the safety of the hedges and find 
nourishment and community there, picking 
blackberries and hawthorn. I frequently open my 
medicine cupboard of hand harvested wild and 
cultivated plants, and find relief in a  beginner’s 
knowledge of herbalism. think I should maybe 
own a tiny home on wheels, in case it needs to be 
moved from flood or fire.

One time, eco grief manifested as out-of-nowhere 
pain so severe, I landed in hospital. As the pain 
subsided, perplexed doctors shrugged and sent me 
home.  It took me some time to piece it together 
myself. Immediately prior to the pain, I had been 
writing about eco grief, walking the land, feeling 
deep in my bones what trauma we’ve done to the 
earth.  I was having night terrors when I camped 
near the Old Growth forests being cut down in 
Fairy Creek that would later that year become the 
focal point of activists to shine an international 
spotlight on unsustainable forestry practices. Ah 
yes, the body needed to purge its eco grief, and 
no test the doctors performed could identify this.
As much as I grieve and love these beautiful lands, 
I know that the feelings are mutual. A few nights 
before being hospitalized by the pain of eco grief, 
I was awoken in the middle of the night while 
camping by goodness knows what, to discover the 
ocean’s bioluminescence had rolled in. I danced 
with and for the stars, trailing otherworldly light 
above and below. A gift beyond measure from the 
earth, before I entered the dark.

Figure 2. “Dancing with the Light” — Pen & Ink by Sarah West



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1© Ecopoiesis, 2022 63

Ecological grief is a real thing

Grieve and be with

So, let’s circle back around to “what can we do 
about experiencing eco grief?”
First and foremost, we grieve… for ourselves, and 
the earth.   In the same way we grieve our other 
losses.   We feel and honour our emotions. Cry 
when we need to. Rage safely. Do whatever you 
can to nurture yourself.  Talk about it. And do this 
for as long as you need to, in the face of grief ’s 
ongoing presence. Something like creating a grief 
and gratitude altar with my clients has shown to 
be incredibly powerful [5]. Denial and escapism 
may seem like desirable options, but in the long 

run, grief left unhonoured can have negative 
repercussions.
We grieve in our own ways, and also turn our 
attentions to being with the earth. Even when she’s 
hurting. Especially when she’s hurting. Walk those 
cutblocks.  Witness those ancient giants fall by the 
saw, if you can. If you can bear it. Visit those places 
where the contamination of castaway metals is so 
thick, even developers fear to build there.   Sit on 
the stumps of the ancients. I have.  It hurts. Then 
step back, always step back, and be sure to resource 
yourself. This stepping in, and stepping out, is so 
worth it because it keeps me awake, keeps me ten-
der, and most importantly, keeps me connected.

Figure 3. “Being With” — Pen & Ink by Sarah West

Rejuvenate & reciprocate

In the same breath, remember that the earth loves 
you. Remember that she is not helpless. Remem-
ber that she can rejuvenate herself, as all life can. 
Just as you can. Especially if we have a little help. 
This is evidenced in the cycles of the year, as time 
and time again, the waters flush out contaminants 
from abandoned natural resource projects in the 

mountains around me. I see this in the saplings 
that spout from the stumps of nurse trees, cut 
long ago. I see this in the life that bursts forth in 
the nuclear wasteland when I visited Chernobyl.
Notice how the earth shows her love for you. 
Sometimes she’ll leave you a  beautiful flicker 
feather, streaked with brilliant orange, just as 
you’re embarking on a  journey. Sometimes, 
she’ll shine her light for you, on a day that feels 
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particularly dark.   Sometimes, she’ll bring you 
courage and inspiration from the youth rallying 
across the globe to sing her praises and demand 
for her care. This is what it looks like to engage in 
the spirit of reciprocation with the earth, and it 
can be cultivated. 
Reciprocation is the foundational element of 
growing relationships. Receiving without giving 

back in some way is a one-sided venture. Often, 
we can look to the land to find support or extract 
its resources for our use, emotionally or other-
wise, without offering anything back in return 
[5]. Let’s counter this by offering to the earth our 
own unique giftings, whatever they may look like. 
Find some way to reciprocate with our planet. 
The possibilities are endless. Get creative.

Figure 4. “Flicker Feather” — Pen & Ink by Sarah West

Take heart

And finally, take heart! Many times, I have turned 
to the Elders, who have been advocates for the 
earth for decades longer than I, with my urgency 
and despair. They remind me, with grace and 
kindness, to take care, pace myself, because we’re 
in this for the long haul and all is not lost, not yet.  
Yes, there is differing opinions as to whether we’ve 
reached the tipping point in this climate crisis, if 
we’ve reached the point of no return.  Regardless, 
I consciously choose, again and again, to take 
heart. Every cell in my body knows the powerful, 

transformative potential of creativity, especially 
when we explore what can emerge when we col-
laborate creatively with the earth herself. I wit-
ness this without fail in my own life and with the 
clients, organizations and Indigenous communi-
ties I work with using creative, land-based deci-
sion-making methods.
Joanna Macy and Molly Brown [3], amongst 
many others, speak about how we, as humans, are 
on the precipice of the “Great Turning” (p. 5). This 
is a process of creating new ways of relating and 
solutions, leaving behind current behaviours pre-
mised on unsustainable practices. With this shift 
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we, as humans, have the ability to change our per-
spective and relationship with the earth through 
reconnective work that imagines new, sustainable 
realities premised on hope. This shift includes 

a  thawing of numbness by feeling our intercon-
nectedness with a planet that is indeed hurting. 
In awakening to the grief that may flow from our 
melting, there we can find new life [3, 4, 5].

Figure 5. Golden larches in the fall alpine, Kootenays BC

A complete re-envisioning of how we move for-
ward is needed, and now.  Let’s do this with creativ-
ity and practicality, in step with the earth in these 
transitional, tumultuous, transformational times.
Grief is love manifest. Connect with the earth, 
and thaw the numbness.  Take heart.  We’re in this 
together.

Note:
Please feel free to connect with Sarah if you’d 
like to explore how eco grief may present itself in 
your life, connecting with the land, and ways to 
resource yourself. One on one sessions and eco 
grief workshops are available online and in per-
son in Nelson, British Columbia.
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Figure 6. Author with a Giant Cedar Mother Tree, Meares Island, BC

References

 1. Davenport, L. (2017). Emotional resiliency in the era of climate change: A clinician’s guide. London and Philadelphia: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers.

 2. Kimmerer, R.W. (2015). Braiding sweetgrass. Minneapolis, MN: Mi=lkweed Editions.
 3. Macy, J. & Brown, M. (2014). Coming back to life. Gabriola Island, British Columbia: New Society Publishers.
 4. Weller, F. (2015). The wild edge of sorrow: Rituals of renewal and the sacred work of grief  Berkeley, California: North Atlan-

tic Books.
 5. West, S. (2020). Creative Collaborations: The value of environmental arts therapy and the triple spiral framework in land-

based decision making [Unpublished capstone project]. Nelson, British Columbia: Kutenai Art Therapy Institute.

Reference for citations 

  West, S. (2022). Ecological grief is a real thing. Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice, 3(1). [open access internet 
journal]. — URL: http://en.ecopoiesis.ru (d/m/y).



Events. Book reviews. Interviews 

Section



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1 © Ecopoiesis, 202268
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Author of Dump Philosophy: A Phenomenology of Devastation

Abstract The interview begins with the author summarizing his new book, Dump Philosophy, in which he gives a phenom-
enological description of the devastated world we live in today  Hierarchy has been replaced by a levelling process in 
which the boundaries and distinctions between different regions of being no longer obtain. As he says, “All the world’s 
a dump.” There is no position outside of the dump that is uncontaminated. In response to the interviewer’s objections, 
he goes on to say that neither art nor philosophy constitute exceptions to this process. Rather, what we must do is be 
faithful to the experience of the dump itself and not look for exceptions elsewhere. Even the very air we breathe has 
become part of the dump in which we exist. We must engage in “…learning to be in the middle…even in and especially 
if one is in the middle of a dump.”

Keywords: aesthetics, art, dump, ecology, environmental philosophy, pollution, world, nihilism, devastation, possibility, 
hope
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sity of the Basque Country (UPV-EHU), Vitoria-Gasteiz, Spain. His writings span the fields of eco-
logical theory, phenomenology, and political thought. He is the author of numerous scientific articles 
and eighteen monographs, including Plant-Thinking (2013); Phenomena—Critique—Logos (2014); The 
Philosopher’s Plant  (2014);  Dust  (2016),  Energy Dreams  (2017),  Heidegger  (2018),  Political Catego-
ries  (2019), Pyropolitics in the World Ablaze  (2020); Dump Philosophy  (2020); Hegel’s Energy  (2021); 
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Stephen K. Levine (SKL):  In your 
book, Dump Philosophy (2021), you engage 
in a  phenomenological description of the 
current state of the world  The picture you 
paint is one in which we have turned the 
earth into a devastated condition in which 
something like a coherent and meaningful 
world no longer exists  As you say, “All the 
world’s a  dump ” Can you briefly explain 
what you mean by that and tell us what led 
you to this conclusion?

Michael Marder (MM): We do not have to look 
far to find plenty of evidence for the transfor-
mation of the world into a  dump. The massive 
emissions of toxins, CO2, chemical pesticides, 
herbicides, and other such substances clog and 
transform the atmosphere, the oceans, and the 
soil. Some will point to a  fundamental (and 
essentially Heideggerian) distinction between 
earth and world, in keeping with which the 
becoming-dump of the world does not imply the 
same transformation of earth. But I think that 
the epoch we are living in is making clear how 
the fate of the world is tied to that of the earth, 
no longer reducible to a  deep and essentially 
unknowable source of meaning. The meaning-
less source pregnant with a multitude of mean-
ings that the earth was is gone: it is not meta-
physically untouchable, safe and sound despite 
rapidly unfolding anthropogenic devastation. 
If the geological age called, still provisionally I 
think, the Anthropocene, means anything, it sig-
nals the collapse of the earth/world distinction. 
So, the gargantuan outpouring of industrial pol-
lution into the environment wreaks havoc in the 
elemental domain and in the webs of meaning 
called “world” that are not at all autonomous 
from this domain. But, besides the contaminat-
ing substances, we can also espy world devasta-
tion in the massive outpouring of information 
that overwhelms any sort of coherent narratives, 
in the ever-growing pressure of social networks 
that multiply relations ad infinitum while nul-
lifying the deeper bonds of relationality, in the 
flattening of old hierarchical systems of valu-
ations replaced with the desideratum to treat 
everyone and everything on the same level with-
out allowing for singular judgments of differ-
ence. The list goes on. The point is that, though 
all these tendencies seem to stem from diverse 
regions of being, they combine forces toward 
a  transformation of the world into a  dump, 

a  mishmash or a  soup of meanings that is in 
itself meaningless. And I am even convinced 
that the boundaries between these regions do 
not resist the thrust of the dump: information 
and toxins, relations, thoughts, non-decompos-
ing artefacts—all are dumped into each other. 
This, unfortunately, is now the default mode of 
our “overcoming of metaphysics,” of challenging 
the similarly unfortunate splits (say, between the 
body and the mind) by massifying and dumping 
each of their sides into the other. 

SKL:  You paint a  devastating picture of 
a  devastated world  As you indicate, in 
Heidegger’s philosophy, “Earth” refers not 
just to the elemental character of the planet 
of which we live but is rather an unknowable 
and inexhaustible source of meaning that 
supports the historical worlds which emerge 
on its basis  Are you proposing a fundamen-
tal shift in post-Heideggerean thinking? And 
if so, certain questions arise which it seems 
to me are difficult to answer  First of all, 
what is the standpoint on the basis of which 
you make this claim? How is it that “dump 
philosophy,” the thinking of the dump which 
is not itself dumped (i e , a meaningful form 
of thinking) is even possible? Secondly, if 
indeed the world is a  dump in which dis-
tinctions and articulations no longer are 
possible, what possible courses of action 
could we undertake in response to this sit-
uation? Would not anything we do become 
itself part of the dump? In which case, your 
book would be just another dumped thing, 
indistinguishable from anything else 

MM: One thesis I defend throughout the book is 
that nowadays there is no pure standpoint, uncon-
taminated by the dump. It is pointless to search 
for this standpoint either in the world of thought, 
in the realm of the senses, in other-than-human 
nature, in art, or in social relations. That said, we 
should not give in to despair or paralysis. Since, 
as Jean-Luc Nancy noticed in his blurb for the 
book,  Dump Philosophy  is, at bottom, a  treatise 
on nihilism, I suggest that we follow the path 
Nietzsche charted with reference to nihilism: 
rather than simply reject or dismiss it, we ought 
to deepen it and, then, perhaps, emerge on the 
other side. The hopes that there are parts (let’s 
call them “niches”) of the world and of ourselves 
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somehow immune to the power of the dump are 
misplaced, and it is these very hopes, I claim, that 
stand in the way of an honest and level-headed 
assessment of our dire situation. Thinking is not 
an exception here: today, there is no thinking that 
does not take place within the dump—and cog-
nition, too, forms an important part of the dump 
within us. But, while all thinking is of the dump, 
not all thinking is  for  the dump. The genitive 
“of the dump” is one of the keys to my book. In 
this particular instance, I suggest exploring how 
dumped thinking (of but not  for  the dump) can 
accompany all bodies-minds in their massive and 
undifferentiated fall, assuming their weight, con-
tending with gravity in the most material sense 
of the term. And how it might be possible to 
forge the bonds of solidarity with everyone and 
everything dumped by identifying with biomass, 
with the anonymous reduction of life to mass. So, 
yes! The book is, indeed, a  dumped thing, with 
the proviso of trying to develop a self-conscious-
ness of the dump. Heeding this proviso, we might 
begin to act not only  within  but  on  the dump, 
reshaping it into something else from an interior-
ity devoid of exteriority.

SKL: To go on to another, though related, 
topic: In his essay, “The Origin of the Work 
of Art,” Heidegger gives a phenomenological 
account of the work of art as emerging from 
a  conflict between World and Earth  He 
also says that art is the setting of truth into 
a  work  The truth he is referring to is the 
meaning of the historical world, a meaning 
which has been previously hidden before it 
is revealed by the work  If the distinction 
between Earth and World no longer exists 
in the dump, then is art in this foundational 
sense still possible? This is an especially 
important question for those of us interested 
in the possibility of ecopoiesis 

Elsewhere, Heidegger quotes Hölderlin, 
“Poetically humans dwell” (dichterisch 
wohnet der Mensch)  What is dwelling in 
the dump? How could we live poetically in 
this condition? And can a  poetic or “poi-
etic” response to the dump be at all pos-
sible? In  Dump Philosophy, your text is 
accompanied by a series of images, some of 
which seem to show dumped bodies indis-
tinguishable from each other  Moreover, at 

the end of the book, you present what you 
call “a poetic appendix: elemental laments,” 
a series of poetic reflections on the elements 
in their dumped condition  How is the 
reader to take these images and reflections? 
Personally, they give me hope that poiesis is 
still possible, even in the dump  Would you 
agree?

MM:  Neither art nor thinking are, as I’ve 
already mentioned, privileged exceptions from 
the world (or, as I call it, the “unworld”) of the 
dump: they are imbued with the dynamics of the 
dump through and through. More than that, art 
and thinking are possible today only on the con-
dition that artists and thinkers abandon the illu-
sion of being situated somewhere above, behind, 
or, in any case, at a  distance from the reality 
of the dump. If, as Heidegger maintains, art is 
a setting of truth into a work, then the dump is 
what it must illuminate in its truth in the twen-
ty-first century. In the same essay you mention, 
Heidegger makes another important distinction 
between the thing  — and the work-character 
of an artwork. Launched into the dump that 
is nothing short of the name for Being in the 
21st century, the artwork is a dumped thing; yet, 
after the artist is done with it, the thing continues 
to work, leading a curious afterlife. The question 
is: how? What are the effects, the workings, of 
the artwork? What does it do to the dump? Is it 
added to the already massive and still growing 
pile, indifferently and undifferentiatedly aug-
menting the dump? Or does its addition actu-
ally clear a bit of spacetime within the dump — 
a strange addition that amounts to subtraction?
I agree with Heidegger that dwelling is only pos-
sible in a  clearing. For complex and necessary 
reasons, Heidegger saw this clearing, in all its 
finitude, as a clearing in the woods, in hylomor-
phically conceived matter that loomed large over 
it. Nowadays, dwelling is possible in a clearing in 
the dump. My hope is that the words (whether 
philosophical or poetic or both) and the images 
of  Dump Philosophy  contribute to such a  clear-
ing, which, at any rate, cannot be a private escape 
route. In other words, our task is not to look for 
the still livable pockets of the world, of thinking, 
and of art somehow untouched by the force of 
the dump. I recommend delving deep into the 
intolerable and increasingly prevalent condition 
of our contemporaneity, facing it and facing our-
selves in it, and then introducing something into 
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it that would immanently interfere with its ongo-
ing operations.

SKL:  Your last sentence seems important 
to me  We have to find ways to allow for 
clearing in the dump  I’m not sure, how-
ever, that we would agree on what these 
ways might be  In your book on Heideg-
ger, you indicate that in his thinking, the 
finite existence of the human being can be 
characterized as a “gathering — gathered” 
one (Heidegger: Phenomenology, Ecology 
Politics, 2018)  In other words, we are not 
only beings that take over or appropriate 
what is other than us, but we ourselves are 
gathered in historical time  There is thus 
a  necessarily receptive element in human 
existence  We are not Masters of the Uni-
verse, but we are capable of responding to 
what is given  My way of putting this is to 
say, “poiesis is always possible,” The dump 
seems to me to be the final form in which 
human existence based solely on appropri-
ation takes place  We are ourselves dumped 
by our dumping of the world  However, as 
you say, we can still delve deeply “into this 
intolerable condition,” face it, and intro-
duce “something into it that would imma-
nently interfere with its ongoing opera-
tions ” How can we do that?

Here is where I believe we would differ  It 
seems to me that there are many ways in 
which we already incorporate a receptive ele-
ment into our practice  Art-making is one of 
them  The artist does not create ex nihilo, as 
an omniscient and omnipotent deity would  
In my own experience of art-making, I find 
that writing poetry, for example, is a matter 
of being open to receive the words which I 
may then shape into a final form  Though I 
often begin with an impulse, an image or an 
idea, the poem goes its own way, sometimes 
quite surprisingly  Similarly, novelists often 
find that their characters say and do things 
which are very different from the initial 
conception that brought them into being  
The same is true for modes of performance, 
whether they be music, dance or theater  
Otherwise, we end up with something like 

socialist realism, in which both form and 
content are dictated by the central commit-
tee or, today, an ideology based on a pre-de-
termined conception of identity 

This is also the case in therapeutic prac-
tice  In my own experience, both as thera-
pist and client, I have to let go and receive 
what is coming  If I try to shape the expe-
rience in terms of a predetermined goal, it 
never works  The perspective of the Ecopoi-
esis journal stems from this acknowledge-
ment of the receptive quality of our exis-
tence  The creative and expressive modes 
of therapeutic practice become models 
for understanding our relationship to the 
earth  Again, we cannot mould the earth 
according to our will  If we try to do so, the 
result will be the dump that you describe 
so well 

There is also an element of surrender in 
ecological practice that we neglect at our 
peril  There are in fact many in the field 
of environmental thought and action who 
recognize this  For example, in the August 
9 issue of  The New Yorker  magazine, 
there is a profile of the landscape architect 
Kate Orff  She is said to be “   at the fore-
front of an emerging approach to climate 
resilience that argues we should be build-
ing  with  nature not just  in  nature ” Orff 
explicitly rejects a  “romantic view that we 
should just let nature take its course… That 
doesn’t take into account the damage we’ve 
already done ” In other words, we have 
to face the dump and find ways to allow 
clearing to emerge  I would characterize 
this framework as a mode of what Heide-
gger calls Gelassenheit, a letting-be that, as 
Paul Celan says about poetry, “La poésie 
ne s’impose plus, elle s’expose” (“Poetry 
no longer imposes, it exposes”)  It allows 
for something to come to presence  I also 
think of this in terms of the Taoist concept 
of  wu-wei  or non-action, a  way of doing 
that follows rather than commands  The 
“cosmotechnics” of Yuk Hui aims for a con-
ception of technological diversity based on 
this understanding  He finds a  different 
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thinking of techne in terms of the aesthetic 
sensibility which gave rise to the moun-
tain-water (shan-shui) images of classical 
Chinese landscape painting, as opposed 
to the representational character of West-
ern art (Yuk Hui, Art and Cosmotechnics, 
2021)  In Dump Philosophy, you explicitly 
reject this turning East as another form of 
philosophical romanticism (although you 
do allow for the possibility of “cross-cultural 
conversations” to come into being if the par-
ticipants are intimately familiar with more 
than one tradition, which I find to be the 
case for Yuk Hui and also for François Jul-
lien, who makes a similar argument in his 
many books) 

Finally, I find in your own earlier work 
on “vegetal being,” the phenomenological 
ontology of plants, based on the receptiv-
ity of plant existence and the concomi-
tant capacity for cultivation, a  “cautious 
hope for the future,” for a new beginning 
that would allow for the cultivation and 
sharing of life which is eliminated in the 
biomass of the dump (Luce Irigaray and 
Michael Marder, Through Vegetal Being, 
2016, p   216)  Do you still have such 
a hope?

I hope you will forgive this long excur-
sus into an alternative way of conceiving 
of a  possible response to our situation, 
a “clearing in the dump” that would bring 
new growth  With some temerity, I invite 
you to respond 

MM:  Indeed, the dump is an outcome—and 
an extreme one at that—of the illusion that the 
world around us can be mastered, manipulated 
at will, its portions discarded thereafter. This sort 
of attitude boomerangs back to us, who are not at 
all separate from the abused world, and is magni-
fied manyfold in its effects. When, as you rightly 
note, I write that “we are the dumped dumpers,” 
I am referring exactly to this development. I also 
agree that a  receptive practice counterbalances 
a lopsidedly appropriative way of behaving and 
sheds light on the other half of human constitu-
tion: not only as gathering, but also as gathered. 
But my questions, in turn, would be: What or 

who is being received in our receptivity to oth-
ers and to the world? And where does reception 
take place? I know that the reception you invoke 
exceeds the confines of knowing and that to 
specify its content or form—let alone to spec-
ify them in advance — is a self-defeating, futile, 
and counterproductive endeavor. On the recep-
tive end, one awaits what does not quite show 
itself on the horizons of expectation. And yet, it 
would be naïve to think that either the received 
or the receiving is protected from the dynamics 
of the dump and of dumping; that with the right 
attitude and practice one can stand at a distance 
from the all-pervasive dump; that one can be or 
become an island of purity in an ocean made of 
massive debris.
I think that we need to dig deeper than reviving 
the nearly forgotten or repressed half of human 
experience, which is our openness (or “opened-
ness,” as I put it in my book on Heidegger) to the 
world. Most of all, because the attitude of unlim-
ited mastery is not  just  an attitude: the history 
it has enabled has accrued a  series of material 
consequences that are here to stay, in some cases 
for millennia to come. It would be irresponsi-
ble to turn our backs on this predicament and, 
ultimately, on ourselves who are a part of it. The 
very form of possible experience (not in a tran-
scendental Kantian sense, though in that sense 
as well) is to be reinvented, painstakingly, within 
the all-encompassing unworld of the dump. Fac-
ing the dump is also facing ourselves—in and 
as it. I have designated this process with what 
is perhaps now an old-fashioned Hegelian word, 
“self-consciousness.”
Let’s take, or receive, the example of breath. 
Inhaling, we receive a bit of the atmosphere in 
ourselves without appropriating it—there is no 
choice but to exhale. What is received, though, 
comes laced with the best and the worst (oxy-
gen and vegetal exhalation, as well as exhaust 
fumes and airborne viruses or bacteria). Recep-
tivity invariably means receiving also the dump 
within, in an interiority that immediately turns 
inside out, exhaling. The same happens at the 
psychic level, in spiritual pneumatology, across 
Hebraic, Greek, and Roman traditions that 
understood at least one aspect of the soul on the 
basis of breath. Psychic life receives the dump 
within itself as much as our lungs and bronchi-
oles do. Whomever we follow, whatever we fol-
low, the real possibility of following them into 
the dump, of being dumped, is unavoidable. So 
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much so that it is not just a  possibility but, in 
the best of cases, the supplement to something 
or someone else. Why, then, should we not take 
an honest look at our situation?
I have been also devoting plenty of time recently 
to considering the relation, if a  relation it is, 
between vegetal ontology and the ontology of 
the dump. In Dump Philosophy I do say that the 
dump takes over some of the key features of the 
Greek physis and of growth, but it is, once again, 
a very partial imitation because what is missing 
from it are the processes of decay and metamor-
phosis. (In this sense, the attitude and practice 
of mastery without receptivity mirror a  predi-
lection for growth without decay, which is not 
only the illusion of neoliberalism with regard to 
the economy but also the main disruptive force 
when it comes to ecology.)
It seems to me that the Benedictine abbess Hil-
degard of Bingen, who lived almost a thousand 
years ago and about whom I’ve recently written 
in  Green Mass: The Ecological Theology of St  
Hildegard of Bingen, 2021), can give us some 
clues as to this strange conjunction. Hildegard’s 
thought, or, better, her vision, identified two 
poles of existence:  ariditas  and  viriditas.  Arid-
itas, which is a  part of her non-moralistic 
notion of sin, is the drying up of the world, its 
exhaustion in a desert-like state, wherein all are 
reduced to the impassive moulds of their iden-
tities. Nothing more and nothing less. Viriditas, 
conversely, is the greenness (or “the greening 
green,” as I translate it from Latin) that signifies 
the ever-rejuvenating, self-renewing capacity 
of creation, the overflow of finitude with future 
life. This is the crossroads in Hildegard’s theol-
ogy and in our ecology. With biomass, to which 
plants and all organic beings whether living or 
dead have been reduced, viriditas has been har-
nessed for the purpose of augmenting ariditas. 
Obviously, its harnessing can never be com-
plete, and the enlivening excess of viriditas will 
find other outlets, but the self-renewing capac-
ity of finitude is not infinite; it is rather fragile, 
its continuation uncertain (Hildegard was well 
apprised of this). When in  Dump Philosophy  I 
experiment with a  possibility of identifying 
with biomass, consisting primarily of plants and 
of vegetal life, I keep seeking a new beginning 
in unpredictable growth and, even more so, in 
decay, which is crucial to the severely disrupted 
metabolisms of all sorts, from the planetary to 
the psychic.

SKL:  I find your discussion of air and 
breath quite interesting, especially in 
light of what you write in the chapter, 
“Sharing universal breathing,” in your 
book,  Through Vegetal Being  You write 
there about your severe seasonal allergies 
and how these were greatly aggravated by 
the air pollution produced by the factory 
located just near your neighbourhood as 
a  child in Moscow  You then talk about 
an encounter with a yoga teacher in India 
and his meditative practice of a  “cultiva-
tion of breath” through slow breathing, and 
you go on to say that, like plants, “…we 
must become conduits for air, channeling 
it through ourselves rather than relating to 
it as a resource ” Of course, breathing med-
itation has become another thing that we 
have dumped, mixing it in an indiscrimi-
nate way with other self-help programs  No 
matter how much we practice it, the air we 
breathe will still be toxic today  Neverthe-
less, it seems to me that although there is 
no air anywhere which is devoid of pollu-
tion, there are still places on earth which 
are more or less so  I am writing this on 
the island of Martha’s Vineyard, in a house 
and neighborhood surrounded by trees  
The air here is much more breathable than 
what I normally encounter in my home in 
Toronto  Can we not take this into account 
in our built environment, dealing with the 
intolerable pollution of many of our cit-
ies, as well as finding spaces in which to 
breathe? I am also reminded, of course, 
of the murder of George Floyd and his 
refrain “I can’t breathe!” which has become 
a  motto for Black Lives Matter groups in 
North America and elsewhere  These are 
political issues as well as economic and 
ecological ones 

We could go on with this discussion, I’m 
sure, but perhaps the differences between 
our perspectives have become clearer to the 
reader  I still think that it is not only possi-
ble but absolutely necessary to act in ways 
that counter the dump, to develop new 
forms of practice based on the receptivity 
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of  poiesis  rather than on a  praxis  that 
attempts to dominate all that is  This is 
perhaps “a cautious hope,” and we must 
always be on guard against the unintended 
consequences of our actions lest they con-
tribute to the catastrophe as well 

Finally, I would like to bring our vis-
à-vis to a  pause, if not a  halt, by asking 
you to explain what you meant when, in 
your presentation of Hildegard of Bingen, 
you end by “…seeking a new beginning in 
unpredictable growth and, even more so, 
in decay…” In the rather bleak presenta-
tion that you provide of our world today, I 
am encouraged by your acknowledgement 
of the possibility of such a new beginning  
How can “unpredictable growth and…
decay” make such a  “turn” or “Kehre ,” to 
use Heidegger’s word, possible?

MM: What I describe, at the limit of the capac-
ities of phenomenological description, in Dump 
Philosophy, is a  predominant tendency that 
is, certainly, proceeding unevenly and is still 
nowhere near its completion. The becom-
ing-dump of the world does not happen to the 
same extent in every place, but it does drag the 
very notion of placeness into its abyss. Further, 
the tipping point, to which I refer early on in 
my book, is the switching around of terms in 
the relation between the rule and the exception: 
if, until fairly recently, it seemed that patches 
of pollution besmirched our otherwise pristine 
planet, now the rule is that of a massive pollu-
tion of every ecosystem, with comparatively less 
polluted exceptions here and there. And, since 
we are dealing with a  tendency (hence, some-
thing by its nature dynamic), it is reasonable to 
conclude that, going forward, there will be more 
and more homogenization of the dump, leaving 
less time and space for occasional exceptions to 
its merciless advance.
Now, the entire wager of my project is that we 
should not seek these ever-rarer exceptions to 
the general rule, but should instead delve into the 
rule’s starkest instantiations in order to tease out 
the “mechanics” and the “logistics” of the dump. 
Along the same lines, I discourage a search for 
solutions, tempting as it may be, precisely in 
exceptional niches, such as places where we can 
breathe relatively fresh air. As I put it at some 

point—I am paraphrasing here—the business of 
exceptional experiences sells a lie, because what 
sort of an experience is it when the (material and 
transcendental) form of experience has been 
devastated?
The issue of air, which we’ve touched upon several 
times in our conversation, is particularly sensitive 
and important for the very reasons you cite: in 
addition to lethal pollution, it is now laced with 
other life-threatening particles (airborne viruses) 
and imbued with political significance in the 
aftermath of George Floyd’s murder at the hands 
of police. In a sense, Covid19 has contributed to 
the dumpification of air because the pandemic 
has made its sharing and shared cultivation all 
but impossible. Necessary as they are, the masks 
are the devices of privatization: they restrict the 
circulation and sharing of air, which, precisely 
as a  vital non-resource, was at the basis of my 
dream of “elemental communism” at the time 
of the correspondence with Luce Irigaray, which 
yielded Through Vegetal Being.
That said, the possibility of doing something 
in the dump that would, perhaps, change the 
dump from within also emerges rather clearly 
with respect to air. How is it to practice slow 
breathing in Delhi or in Chengdu (cities with 
air pollution that struck me as truly intolera-
ble when I stayed there), say, as opposed to the 
parts of North America  and Europe, where we 
are currently writing and breathing? What does 
it mean to engage in the cultivation of breath not 
within the luxury of relatively free breathing but 
within a sense of suffocation? And, wherever we 
are, what does it feel like to turn ourselves into 
the conduits of air, while sensing and knowing 
that we become the conduits of what I baptise 
as aerodump? This is the practical and theoreti-
cal hinge I have been alluding to: as the conduits 
of air, we channel the dump through ourselves, 
but, in channelling it this way, we contribute 
to a  micro-breakdown of its mechanics and 
logistics.
And I believe that, with the more-than-exam-
ple of air, I am addressing your closing ques-
tion about the possibility of a “turn” and “a new 
beginning.” As you can see, such a  beginning 
cannot signify a  break with the past, starting 
from a  clean slate, of which various thinkers 
dreamt at the dawn of modernity. It implies, 
on the contrary, mending all sorts of severed 
connections between growth and decay, inha-
lation and exhalation, life and death. It means, 
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also and thereby, learning to be in the mid-
dle—the vegetal  and  existential  position par 
excellence—even and especially if one is in 
the middle of a dump. The task is not an easy 
one, because it can only be discharged by each 
singly, by each in relation to the other and to 
others, and by all: at psychic and economic, 
political and ethical levels. But the zero point is 
for us to realize where, when, and how we are, 
acknowledging our situation in its bleakness, 

as you put it. Every future possibility of move-
ment and rest will derive from there.

Interviewer: 
Stephen K. Levine — Ph D , D S Sc, REAT, Pro-
fessor Emeritus, York University (Toronto, Can-
ada), Founding Dean of the Doctoral Program in 
Expressive Arts at The European Graduate School 
(Switzerland)
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INTERVIEW WITH JEAN DAVIS AND NANCY WU

Abstract Two artists from NYC, Jean Davis and Nancy Wu, gave an interview to our journal in which they talk about their 
environmental artistic endeavors linked to Resurrect Studio which entails gathering broken, discarded, but ultimately 
luminous pieces of glass fragments found on the ocean coastal line.  The glass sculptures collectively tell a story of hope 
and inspiration, of sacred and profane.

Keywords: glass art sculptures, broken glass, nature, Resurrect Studio, Kintsugi, 3-dimensional watercolors, transforma-
tive power of art, sacred and profane, garbage, gemstones

Brief information about the artists

JEAN Davis

For Jean Davis, making art is essential to her being. A whimsical drawn line or a slap of paint in the 
center of a canvas, and the world instantly begins expanding. She believes that how one makes art is how 
they live in the world. Jean is an artist and art therapist and combines both sensibilities equally.
Jean’s passion for art began as a young child when long summer days bled into each other, allowing her 
unending time to meander, play and make things. During adolescence, when life circumstances became 
challenging and then devastating, making art provided an escape and at the same time, a way forward. 
For college, she studied at the School of 
Visual Arts in NYC and after was employed 
in a  commercial art setting. That experi-
ence having quickly proved unsatisfying, 
she discovered the discipline of art therapy 
and gained clarity about the powerful prac-
tice of healing through art. She enrolled and 
thrived in the Creative Arts Therapy Gradu-
ate Program at Pratt Institute, and has since 
served as an art therapist and administrative 
leader in numerous social service settings as 
well as a professor in the Pratt program in 
which she was trained. She has also continu-
ously maintained a private therapy practice 
in Brooklyn.
Recently, Jean’s passion for personal art-mak-
ing has been ignited. Over the last few years, 
her collaboration with artist Nancy Wu and 
their mutual language of expression has 
led to a  heightened consciousness about 
the immeasurable value of the artistic pro-
cess. The friendship with Nancy and later, 
the birth of Resurrect Studio in early 2021, 
allowed a  new chapter to be born and its 
ever-evolving philosophy has offered a new 
construct for thinking about the art of cre-
ation in a far more expansive way.

INTERVIEW WITH JEAN DAVIS AND NANCY WU
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NANCY Wu

Nancy insists her first move is still her best.  She chose her parents well, growing up in a mixed-race 
family of 6 kids with 51 first and 83 second cousins, and 13 sets of aunts and uncles. Every major religion 
is now represented within her family through marriage, boasting a breadth of professions so expansive 
that there is a midwife and a mortician; someone to escort you in, and someone to escort you out. 
Her love languages include the challenge of 
cooking for whoever comes to dinner, wrapping 
presents, sharing in the cool blues and calming 
greens of nature, riding bike no-place-special 
for no-good-reason, chocolate and coffee, feel-
good music, hot-n-sour soup and big hugs. 
An English major with a  Masters in Architec-
ture, Nancy worked in NYC as an architectural 
designer.   She is most fond of working in the 
trenches of the creative process getting things 
built with talented and spirited teams of trades-
people who in spite of daily set-backs and gritty 
challenges, manifest inventive solutions thus 
finding a way to enjoy the ride. 
Nancy started making art recently to overcome 
the trauma surrounding the death of her daugh-
ter who at 13½ passed from altitude sickness 
while on a family trip to China in Aug 2016.  In 
a flash, everything changed. Witnessing her soul 
being released like a bird of passage in the direc-
tion of Home, what mother or father would not 
find a way to climb over the Himalayas if they 
knew their child was on the other side?  Shaking 
a fist at God only begat more and more grief.  
Few are as skilled in the art of Life as Jean Davis, who has the capability of joining people in not only 
their most difficult of places, but manages to do so with a  heart of Love.   Linked together by their 
daughters who remain besties, Nancy and Jean befriended a week before the China trip and have been 
in spiritual lockstep ever since.  Resurrect Studio has heaven to thank.

Alexander Kopytin (AK): Please describe 
the circumstances that led to the establish-
ment of Resurrect Studio 

Jean Davis (JD):  Thank you for your invitation 
to participate in this interview. We are thrilled 
to share about our belief in the transformative 
power of art.
Recently we were interviewed by the organiza-
tion Art Fluent about Resurrect Studio https://
www.art-fluent.com/resurrect-studio  and we 

think our statement then applies in this space as 
well:
A few years ago, we two friends and artists began 
doing art alongside one another. Drawing nature 
outdoors began our making together — as a sort 
of parallel play that later evolved into exper-
imenting with the medium of glass. We were 
learning and sharing ways of bringing stained 
glass pieces together to form colorful panels  — 
each with a  story to tell through a  landscape of 
vibrant shapes.



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1 © Ecopoiesis, 202278

Interview with Jean Davis and Nancy Wu

Figure 1. “Take Me Away”

Unbeknownst to us, a  studio became available 
in late 2020, like a gift from the heavens, where 
we became more involved in working collabo-
ratively.   At the same time, we transitioned into 
a new form of artmaking involving Garbage and 
Gemstones. Frequenting a Brooklyn beach, litter 
strewn and abandoned, remnants from years past 
including thick, weathered glass pieces emerged 
at the shore’s edge, each time with new colors 
and shapes, wet and glistening. We collected our 
favorites, the ones we absolutely loved, just for 
fun, and later with the idea of creating art. It was 
unbelievable what unfolded.
Glass fragments, each with a  unique dimension 
congealed with resin, became collective pieces in 
their own right. The shards of transparent colors 
overlapped and played off each other and later 
stood upright to become 3-dimensional organ-
isms. The idea that these glass pieces could mimic 
watercolors and sculpture at the same time was 
astounding to us! To add to that — time of day, 
season and location drastically changed the light 
and, thus, altered each piece as time continued to 
move by and through them. We fortunately lost 
some control, and our sculptures became vibrant, 
luminous and alive!

AK: How has your artmaking process 
evolved since the outset of this undertaking?

JD: At this point, we are amazed by the myriad of 
diverse components offered by way of Resurrect 
Studio. Each exercise along the way is essential 
to what becomes a final work of art. Also, what 
makes a  sculpture finished is often a  question! 
There’s the process of getting the glass.  This half 
day journey takes much preparation with the 
right attire and supplies and journeying to this 
littered beach with an eye toward specific gem-
stones. Some days it’s blues, other days texture 
and we’re always searching for the highpoint of 
UV glass. Each piece collected is an artifact of 
years passed — anywhere between 1920 and 1950. 

Figure 2.“Springfield”

Then there’s the cleaning of the glass, organizing 
the glass, packing the glass, and bringing it all 
into the studio. From there, the making begins 
over homemade lightboxes from old storm win-
dows with spotlights adhered underneath. We 
both work, more or less, on each piece that is 
produced  — with all of its starts and stops and 
changing directions. 
The last phase is propping up these sculptures 
on our sunny shelf where we watch the changes 
it exhibits with every fluctuating season, weather 
and time of day. If you were to watch a  time-
lapse video of us in the studio, you would see 
an incredible flurry of activity. And on that sub-
ject, finding the right way to photograph each 
glasswork with its own personality is an exciting 
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experiment as well. Every moment is new and 
every piece unique, just like the changing tides 
that originally brought inventory to our stu-
dio. In fact, we often see watery imagery in 
our glassworks  — which we could understand 
both literally and metaphorically and on many 
dimensions.

Figure 3. “Rebirth of Venus”

Nancy Wu (NW):  I would say that we are our 
best at this beach, our feet on the ground with 
head touching blue sky, bobbing for nectar like 
a bee or butterfly set loose in the garden of Eden. 
This beach,  which is  continuously  belching up 
liquor bottles, ash trays, butter dishes, coke 
bottles  and  lemon squeezers, is not  our  fresh 
landfill of yesterday, but a  century-old  new-
age “quarry” that Mother Earth has been actively 
breaking down into organic matter. Aside from 
the smell of tar, it is pleasant smelling. Clues of 
lives lived a  century ago reveal modern indus-
trial age that began the throwaway culture of 

convenience. This is the setting of our art supply 
store.

Figure 4. “Utopia”

There is a  playfulness and spiritedness essential 
to the process that we both recognize as integral 
to the product. As sure as the sun rises and sets, 
our daily process has to be renewed, dusted off, 
and repaired.  What’s interesting to me is that in 
spite of the circumstances that led to our form-
ing Resurrect Studio, which parallels the story 
of our lives, the intervals with which the soul is 
invited to quench her thirst are fleeting and elu-
sive largely because of the age we live in where 
pragmatism prevails. The Studio is that crucial 
physical space that helps unleash and capture our 
ideas as if we ourselves are the Kintsugi glass des-
perately in need of repair.
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Figure 5. “Wonder Island”

A.K.:  In what ways is your relationship 
with the natural environment significant to 
the art-making?

JD:  We ignore and misuse when we fail to iden-
tify. We make health-affirming choices when we 
care, empathize and love.   As a society, we have 
grown largely detached and dismissive of that 
which occurs naturally.   Even in the face of the 
increasingly devastating effects of this behav-
ior, we continue to prioritize fleeting material 
comforts. 
Thus, has arisen the crisis of climate change  — 
a crisis for society, of the self, of the soul.  For how 
we feel about nature is, ultimately, how we feel 
about ourselves.
We of Resurrect Studio relish our visits to a nat-
ural source, in the form of a once pristine beach 
that has been soiled by a  humanity that has lit-
tered upon it for decades. We sift through these 
artifacts in search of treasures.   Metaphorically, 
isn’t this act we perform routinely in our lives? 
There’s much debris and memories buried within 
that we must confront and move through to be 
healed, to gain health, to realize ourselves. We 

are collecting, cleaning all of these things and 
attempting to illuminate its beauty.
We are certainly concerned about the warming of 
the planet.  At the same time, our perspective and 
beliefs extend beyond the visible environment 
into matters of the psyche and the heart.  
NW: This kind of art-making we invented con-
nects us to Mother Nature’s biorhythms because 
it is completely dependent on the tide.   Like 
fishermen going out for a catch, sometimes we 
find a magnificent bounty, other times nothing. 
It mirrors life. Even if our finds are not particu-
larly remarkable, there’s a use for those pieces as 
well.   Whatever the inventory, it ends up being 
the blue plate special, and we enjoy the challenge 
of how to make it look and taste delicious! No 
two pieces are exactly alike, so resourcefulness 
is key.
We have a  great knack for finding what we do 
need. For instance, we’ll notice that we’re getting 
low on curvy, clear scuffed-up pieces and put that 
in our mind’s eye. This power of intention conjures 
up a sort of playfulness with the beach and when 
the thing you set out to find finds you, it reminds 
you that Nature is seeing you, versus you seeing 
nature. She will throw you a bone just to keep you 
going. Because we regard the glass as century-old 
fossils, some of our sculptures are affectionately 
named for the day they were unearthed and saw 
the light of day such as Aug 23, 2021. 
We rely on nature and art to restore our souls. 
Losing yourself in nature makes you feel younger, 
lighter, less stressed. I’m so glad our process inti-
mately relies on nature. 
With bursting energy of grade school kids 
released on a Friday afternoon, we know to bring 
our best selves to Studio. We both lead very busy 
lives with many jobs and kids, and and and…   
Resurrect is a  life practice for finding the hope-
fulness in everything. As they say, when life gives 
you lemons, make lemonade; when life gives you 
broken old lemon squeezers, go and make some-
thing from that.
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Figure 6. “Life Force”

AK:  Is there a philosophy implied in your 
studio practice? How would you concep-
tualize the transformation which environ-
mental garbage, the profane, undergoes in 
order to become a  work of art, something 
beautiful, inspiring and even sacred? 

JD:  We believe that Resurrect Studio embodies 
a  philosophy, one resting on faith. A belief that 
when we openly view something others might 
consider valueless, we can illuminate and cele-
brate it. We transform to the best of our ability. 
We believe that in this art form, the discarded can 
be resurrected and it shows the reality of what we 
hope for and is the evidence of things we cannot 
see. This is faith. 
There is a vitality in the pieces we’ve produced 
because, in the process, we’ve given over to spirit 
force. As we see it, everything already exists — 
and that which has seemingly been buried calls 
out to be resurrected.  Whether we look at peo-
ple, spirits, (wo)man’s will versus God’s will or 
simple concrete art and art materials, every-
thing already exists. But do we see it? Accept 

it? Integrate it into our lives? At the same time, 
we understand that this act of transfiguration 
isn’t something we perform in isolation. We are 
receptive, we act from a knowing and that we are 
guided from beyond the simplicity and limita-
tion of our egos. We own nothing. We are simply 
instruments.
NW:  We love the broken glass we chose. We 
picked it up because it happened to attract us in 
that moment. These chosen pieces — did we find 
them? Or did they find us? Broken, discarded, 
brought up, cleansed, cared for, brought together, 
brought into the light and celebrated. The pieces 
collectively tell a  story of hope and inspiration, 
of profane and sacred.
We all know the delighting in finding a piece of 
sea glass, especially blues, teals and ambers. It sets 
off a feeling of “the cosmos is with me.”

Figure 7. “Resurrect”

Please visit our website:   resurrect.studio and 
please follow us on Instagram: resurrectstudio

Interviewer:
Alexander Kopytin — Doctor of Medical Sciences, 
Professor, Department of Psychology,  St   Peters-
burg Academy of Postgraduate Pedagogical Educa-
tion (St  Petersburg, Russian Federation)
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Abstract Psychologist, musician, composer Vadim Ryabikov — about co-creation with the natural world, geopoetics, eco-
logical grief, psy-geographic music as a special way of human interaction with natural landscapes, transforming the 
experience of the landscape into aesthetic images that can change our attitude to the environment and have a healing 
effect on us and our life world

Keywords: geopoetics, psy-georgaphic music, environment, symbol, symbolic dimension, archetype, ecological grief

Brief note about the interviewee:

Vadim Ryabikov  — psychologist, anthropologist, musician. The author of the  Interactive Reso-
nance therapeutic method. Former Head of the Sector for Cultural and Natural Heritage of the White 
Sea and the Solovetsky Archipelago, Russian Research Institute of Cultural and Natural Heritage named 
after D.S.  Likhachev, participant in research expeditions to Arctic, South America, Southeast Asia. 
Expert of the Arctic Geoculture Laboratory of the State Institute of Culture and Arts of the Arctic 
(Sakha / Yakutia).

INTERVIEW WITH VADIM RYABIKOV

Alexander Kopytin (AK):  As a  psychol-
ogist and musician, composer, you spend 
a lot of time traveling to different regions of 
the planet, participating in scientific expedi-
tions, as well as in cultural activities, main-
taining and restoring the centers of spiritual 
culture based on the study and support 
of natural environments in their unity 
with culture  Please tell us what motivates 
your activity, and what you see as your 

professional and personal task, working 
with the human soul and culture through 
the environment, on the basis of co-creation 
with the natural world 

Vadim Ryabikov (VR):  Humanity will have to 
rediscover the planet, although the era of geo-
graphical discoveries has already ended. For sev-
eral centuries, and more clearly, starting with the 
modern era, the Earth began to be perceived not 
as a person’s life-world, but as a physical body, as 
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a  storehouse of resources. Guided by this worl-
dview humankind transformed the natural envi-
ronment, the entire geosphere, invading all the 
shells or layers of the Earth and at the same time 
destroying a very important symbolic dimension.
The entire practice of mastering reality in the 
modern era was based on an objectivist world-
view, and the subjective dimension in the relation-
ship of a person with the environment was recog-
nized as false or as introducing “hindrances” to 
the knowledge of reality. This ultimately led to the 
loss, or rather, a sharp narrowing of the symbolic 
dimension. While exploring and transforming 
the environment, we began, wittingly or unwit-
tingly, to neglect the symbolic dimension that fills 
the entire natural world, that is, to neglect sym-
bols as carriers of universal meanings that the 
natural world stores in itself. Gradually, humanity 
found itself in a “meaningless”, artificial environ-
ment, in which vital existential connections are 
not supported within human integrity, within the 
mental or spiritual world.
The loss of a genuine psychological and physical 
connection with the natural world and its sym-
bolism leads to suffering. Although a person can 
break off for some time the relationship with the 
deep ecological unconscious, this cannot last 
long. A person becomes “fragile”, losing con-
tact with the sources of mental strength, inspi-
ration and life, begins to feel himself/herself in 
a  cardboard, lifeless, artificial, false world. It is 
no coincidence that geneticists such as Kenneth 
Blum have long that, since the 1950’s, more and 
more children are being born who are not capa-
ble of experiencing joy and happiness. This has 
been linked to contentment deficit syndrome. 
Although this position, in my opinion, does not 
stand up to criticism, nevertheless, I admit that 
despite the objective improvement in the quality 
of life of a  significant part of the world’s popu-
lation, the subjective experience of happiness 
and satisfaction with life in a modern person is 
steadily declining. I associate this with the era 
of the Anthropocene. Interestingly, regardless 
of geneticists like Kenneth Blum, chemist Paul 
Crutzen, Nobel Prize winner, admitted that the 
Anthropocene epoch began in the 1950s, when 
humankind significantly changed the mode of 
operation of the shells of the geosphere, the whole 
face of the planet. The era of the Anthropocene 
was preceded by a  period of powerful social 
transformations, called modernity, which is char-
acterized by the establishment of the capitalist 

socio-economic structure, industrialization and 
urbanization.
From my point of view, the epidemics of depres-
sion and other mental problems of our time are 
evidence of serious human ill-being, with which 
something must be done, together with measures 
to prevent an ecological catastrophe. The predic-
tions of the World Health Organization, which 
some time ago predicted that by 2020, depression 
will come to one of the leading places as a cause 
of disability, have turned out to be justified, 
although the WHO and mental health specialists 
still do not seriously take into account the envi-
ronmental, echo-human reasons for the spread 
of various mental ailments, such as depression. 
Many of them, obviously, are associated with the 
weakening of the physical, emotional and spiri-
tual connection between humans and the Earth, 
its symbolic dimension as a generator of vitality.

AK:  In this context, one cannot but recall 
such rapidly spreading psychological and 
clinical phenomena as ecological grief, eco-
logical anxiety, and solastalgia (distress 
caused by environmental change in one’s 
home environment)  These phenomena, 
apparently, are becoming widespread, but 
so far they have attracted insufficient atten-
tion from scientists, although they seem to 
be getting coverage in the media already  
An article on climate grief was published 
in BBC news in April 2020, and in October 
2020, the Guardian newspaper ran an arti-
cle on solastalgia 

VR:  Yes, indeed, the phenomena of ecological 
grief, ecological anxiety and solastalgia reflect 
a clear tendency towards an increase in the psy-
chological distress of the population, together 
with the degradation of the ecosphere and our 
spiritual connection with the planet, its symbolic 
dimension. Along with the environmental dam-
age due to the environmental crisis, psychological 
damage is growing. In addition to the disappear-
ance of flora and fauna, the loss of living spaces for 
animals, people are losing their usual way of life, 
of personal identity, which for centuries has been 
formed in relations with landscapes as not only 
physical, but generative symbolic environments. 
Ecological grief is an emotional response to such 
losses, including the loss of species, ecosystems 
and significant landscapes due to acute or chronic 
environmental changes. Ecological grief is thus 
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a natural reaction to ecological losses, especially 
among those people who until recently sought to 
maintain close ties with the natural environment 
and attached increased importance to this con-
nection. And these are not only people engaged 
in agriculture and representatives of indigenous 
peoples, but also many others who have the abil-
ity to feel the world of wildlife, admire it and value 
it as a source of physical, emotional and spiritual 
renewal.
Grieving is an inner work that the soul performs, 
extracting the investments it once made into   
its own future, in a  situation where it becomes 
unattainable. After this work is completed, the 
soul must re-invest itself in the image of a new 
future. If this is not possible, grief becomes 

pathological. Refusal of awareness of losses can 
be the reason for the lengthening of the mourn-
ing period, its transition to a pathological form, 
manifested, in particular, as somatic diseases or 
depression.
We see how many patients suffering from depres-
sion, or psychosomatic illnesses, get relief during 
contact with pristine nature. As a  rule, this is 
accompanied by tears and grief about something 
inexplicable that is lost. This is especially evident 
during meditative contacts with wild animals that 
we organize (a wolf pack, or dolphins in natural 
conditions). This allows us to make the assump-
tion that the psychological distress of these peo-
ple is largely the result of unrecognized environ-
mental grief.

Photo 1. “One day in a pack with wolves” eco-psychological retreat (photo by V  Ryabikov)
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Photo 2. “One day in a pack with wolves” eco-psychological retreat (photo by V  Ryabikov)

AK:  Together with the obvious ecological 
physical losses associated with the disap-
pearance of species, landscapes and eco-
systems, changes in weather conditions, 
disruption of the usual way of life or loss of 
livelihood, modern people are increasingly 
experiencing losses resulting from the deg-
radation and weakening of their vital skills 
of communication with the natural world as 
a form of living dialogical interaction with 
nature as such a  system in relations with 
which together humans establish a form of 
life, and with which they identify, forming 
their ecological identity  Psychologists have 
been talking a  lot, for example, about the 
importance of emotional intelligence in 
human life for successful social adaptation  
Emotional intelligence is really very import-
ant, but ecological intelligence — the ability 

to feel and understand the natural world 
and participate in its life, supporting it and, 
together with it, healing and supporting 
ourselves — is something that can probably 
mitigate the experience of ecological grief, 
ecological anxiety and solastalgia and, if 
possible, influence the very sources of these 
ailments 
How can we restore a  healing connection 
with the natural world, with its symbolic 
dimension, helping ourselves to maintain 
mental and physical health and helping the 
natural world as well?

VR:  I, for example, do this by conducting 
eco-psychological retreats, creating psy-geo-
graphic music, engaging in activities related to 
geopoetics. Geopoetics is a  trend. At first it was 
the literary method created by Kenneth White, 
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which eventually took on the character of a cul-
tural trend. Through various types of creative 
interaction with the natural landscape, geopoet-
ics develops a holistic, non-pragmatic perception 
of the natural world, of our connection with the 
Earth, and also contributes to the transformation 
of these experiences into aesthetic, artistic, musi-
cal images. A geopoetic attitude, along with other 
measures, can lead a  person to a  new, spiritual 
relationship with the natural world.
Geopoetics is sometimes contrasted with geopol-
itics. If geopolitics is viewed as a  form of space 
exploration, based on an imperious effort, then 
the geopoetic is form of exploration of the envi-
ronment which is more associated with an intel-
lectual, emotional, aesthetic effort. This is not 
only the creation of images, but also the practice 
of space exploration, the creation of anthropo-
genic landscapes, taking into account their sym-
bolic dimension. In general, geopoetics today is 
implemented as artistic and aesthetic practice, 
primarily related to the creation of literary texts.
For me, this is the practice of musical interven-
tions in an environment, in a  geographic space. 
It developed in the context of the Arctic complex 
marine expedition of the Institute for Cultural 

and Natural Heritage as an attempt to help the 
traveler to enhance, amplify the experience of the 
landscape. This practice of musical intervention 
allows the traveler to remove the restrictions for 
the emotional, cultural and aesthetic perception of 
the landscape. It helps people to convey their feel-
ings, to become an exponent of the unique natural 
and symbolic properties of a particular place.
In the expeditions, I used a  music workstation, 
a  computer containing a  bank of timbres and 
sounds. In practice, interaction with the land-
scape presupposed the selection of certain kinds 
of sounds that were supposed to evoke deep inter-
active resonances with the environment. It is sim-
ply impossible to impose some kind of sound on 
the space. If, for example, we talk about the Arc-
tic, then this space is so filled with some special 
quality that it is impossible not to feel it. In  the 
choice of tonality, intonation, sound, musical 
colors, I practice a reverent attitude to the land-
scape, trying to convey these properties of the 
Arctic environment. I really don’t want to disturb 
the harmony of the place. When you’re looking 
for sound resonances in a  landscape, you need 
to have a  rich arsenal of sounds to hit the right 
waveform.

Photo 3. “Splash of Eternity” expedition  Field recording studio (photo by V  Ryabikov)
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During the first Arctic expedition, I cre-
ated a  whole gallery of such musical images, 
which were indicated by the time and place 
of their appearance. This was the beginning 
of the emergence of psy-geographic music. 
This is the music that is born here and now, 
at the moment when the composer-medium 
is in a  state of meditative contemplation of 
the landscape, is at the mercy of those psychic 
forces that have been awakened, set in motion 
as a  result of meditative contemplation of the 

landscape. Thus, the author of psy-geographic 
music becomes not only and not so much the 
composer, but the “spirit of the place” that cur-
rently exists here. The musical images obtained 
in this way are used on the shore, in the therapy 
room as a kind of “mediators” with those men-
tal states and experiences, those psychic forces 
that were awakened once. That is, such music is 
a way to attract healing natural forces and their 
psychic equivalents into our everyday life, into 
the space of the city.

Photo 4. Expedition to the Arctic  Spitsbergen Archipelago (photo by V  Ryabikov)
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Photo 5. “Arctic: The Territory of Discovery” expedition  Lena river  Lena Pillars (photo by V  Ryabikov)

Photo 6. The ancient road to “The Heart of the Earth” sanctuary of the Kogi Indians (photo by V  Ryabikov)
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AK: I see a clear consonance of the geopolit-
ical platform to the mission of our journal, 
the eco-human concept of ecopoiesis con-
sidered as a factor of the co-evolution and 
co-creation of nature and humans, forming 
a united system, “Nature — Humankind”  
Ecopoiesis means that, in mastering and 
creating a  living environment for them-
selves, humans act not only as subjects of 
society and culture, but also as “environ-
mental subjects” capable of taking care 
of  their “earthly home” and, in the words 
of M M  Bakhtin, to to be able to convey in 
artistic form the “expressive and speaking 
being” of the natural world  You often use 
the expression “symbolic dimension” of the 
natural environment What does it mean? Is 
this what the environment endows a person 
with — its meanings, states, stories — or is 
it something that can exist independently 
of a  person, as a  kind of transcendental 
phenomenon? From what I’ve heard so far, 
you believe that interacting with the sym-
bolic dimension of natural environments 
has a  significant healing, harmonizing 
potential 

VR: We cannot say unequivocally whether the 
natural environment has its own subjectivity or 
whether it only reflects those mental phenom-
ena and properties that humans endow it with. 
As a  supporter of deep archetypal psychology, 
as well as the concept of the subject-generat-
ing interaction of a  person with the environ-
ment developed by Viktor Panov, I am inclined 
to the idea that the psyche is not only and not 
so much the product of the human brain, but 
what arises in the interaction of the subject and 
the environment, with which together we form 
a united system. Our mental organization relies 
on archetypal ordering forces that awaken in us 
during the subject-environmental interactions, 
in particular, during an interaction with the nat-
ural environments. These ordering archetypal 
forces are enclosed in nature and have   served 
us as powerful generative potentials, accompa-
nying the biological and socio-cultural history 
of our existence. These forces ensure the sys-
temic coherence of the entire set of our men-
tal processes with the fluid reality of the world. 
Humans are woven into the great web of life, not 
only physically, but also mentally.

The natural habitat contains systemic factors that 
activate the connections between the conscious-
ness of a  person immersed in it, and the deep, 
ordering, archetypal forces of the unconscious. 
These systemic factors may be clearly visible, but 
their work is mostly hidden from direct observa-
tion, instrumental or audio-video recording. It is 
the result of the systemic interaction of humans 
with the ecological system and planetary life in 
general. We as a part of nature and together with 
nature create an intellectual, cultural “layer” of 
planetary life, generate and express our own sub-
jectivity and the subjectivity of the planet.

AK:  Our interaction with the “symbolic 
universe” of nature is of vital importance, 
and not only for our mental health, but 
also for the preservation and “health” of the 
planet  I understand that in your practical 
activity as a psychologist, leading eco-psy-
chological retreats, and as a musician creat-
ing psy-geographic music, you turn, first of 
all, to the archetypal forces of the “ecological 
unconscious,” to use the term introduced 
by Theodore Roszak 

VR: Yes, it really is. The ecological foundations 
of archetypal psychology are of fundamental 
importance to me. This is due to the recognition 
that archetypes as universal innate forces orga-
nizing and directing our mental activity and 
manifested in the images of dreams and fanta-
sies, are creations of the spiritual culture of all 
times and peoples. They are, at the same time, 
universal mechanisms by which the correlation 
of our internal needs as subjects and a biological 
species with the needs of the natural environ-
ment occurs.
However, the healing, regulatory capabilities 
of the archetype do not appear on their own 
when, for example, we immerse ourselves in 
a  natural environment. Much is determined 
by our activity as subjects entering into cer-
tain forms of interaction with the environment. 
In accordance with the concepts of archetypal 
psychology, a  living symbol that begins to be 
born at the moment of tuning to the environ-
ment requires a  certain response in the form 
of experience, through visualization and dia-
logue, its expression through poetry and other 
literary forms, music, visual images and bodily 
reactions. Different types of meditative envi-
ronmental practice are possible, allowing for 
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different types of interaction with the physical 
and symbolic environment of the particular 
landscape. In the process of creative interaction 
with the environment, a person as a self-aware 
part of the natural universe differentiates and 
expresses various subjective components of 
one’s experience and brings them into culture, 
into the noosphere.

AI: Thank you very much  Your experience 
and ideas fully correspond to the mission 
and values of our journal 
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Note:
Samples of psy-geographic music created by 
Vadim Ryabikov are presented on the Psi-Geog-
raphy website (http://psy-geography.ru) — http://
psygeography.ru/psi-geograficheskaya-muzyka.
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ences, Professor, Department of Psychology, 
St  Petersburg Academy of Postgraduate Pedagog-
ical Education (St  Petersburg, Russia)
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We are publishing the following interview to give a sense of the intercultural  
perspectives and alternatives that people are searching for in the face of our current 
ecological challenges, in particular in the post-Soviet countries. The editors do not 
necessarily agree with the perspective contained herein

Abstract A hereditary shaman, psychologist Oraz Abulkhair gave an interview to our journal in which he talks about his 
practice of shamanism and creativity, their connection with nature, the search for universal values in the era of global-
ization and his desire to keep in touch with the spiritual traditions of his people

Key words: shamanism, nature, ecological movement

Brief information about the interviewee:

Oraz Abulkhair is a shaman, psychologist, and digital media artist. He received his psychological edu-
cation at Charles University (Prague) and the University of the IPA EurAsEC (St. Petersburg). He works 
as a  corporate psychologist at an IT company (Moscow), simultaneously combining this work with 
a private practice. From early childhood he studied the craft of shamanism under the guidance of his 
grandmother. He is also an active participant in the environmental movement "Protect Kok-Zhailau" 
(Almaty).
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Alexandra Dvornikova (A.D.): Oraz, 
could you tell us a little about yourself: who 
are you, what do you do, what is your circle 
of interests?

Oraz Abdulkhair (OA): Hello, my name is Oraz 
Abulkhair, I am 35 years old, originally from 
Kazakhstan, indigenous to Almaty. I do a  lot of 
different things, so the first time I meet some-
one, the answer to this question can cause mixed 
reactions.
First, I am a hereditary shaman. The shaman's gift 
sometimes "skips" a generation or even two in the 
family, so the shaman's craft is not a continuous 
line, rather it resembles a dotted line.
Secondly, I am a certified psychologist, this year I 
celebrated the first anniversary of my professional 
psychotherapeutic activity. In addition to my pri-
vate practice, I work as a corporate psychologist 
for a Moscow IT company.
Thirdly, I am a contemporary artist using digi-
tal media. I held a solo exhibition in St. Peters-
burg and participated in two general ones. Due 
to my many and diverse activities, I do not have 
enough time to finish several new art projects, 
but despite this, digital art is an integral part of 
my daily life.
Fourthly, I am a traveler. In the 21st century, real 
travel has become something rare, with a touch of 
romance, and 2020 seems to have put this side of 
my life on pause, but I believe that in the future I 
will set off again with my backpack to unknown 
places. My most striking traveling experience was 
walking the pilgrimage of the Camino de Santi-
ago, when in 10 days I walked 274 km.
Fifth, I am a tarot reader. The first deck, which I 
still use, was given to me 23 years ago as a gift from 
my grandmother, who taught me everything.

A.D.: As a  hereditary successor to an 
ancient tradition, you position yourself as 
a modern shaman  As far as I know, aca-
demic education also did not pass you and 
your ancestors by and, in addition, you have 
extensive knowledge in the field of depth 
psychology  Could you explain how it all 
fits in your mind? How do archaic practices 
such as shamanism keep pace with moder-
nity, complementing scientific and cultural 
perceptions of reality?

O.A.: That's right, I studied psychology at Charles 
University in Prague, where I was lucky to be 
a  student of Professor Jaro Křivohlavý, an out-
standing Eastern European scientist, psychologist 
and writer. He studied health psychology, exper-
imental psychology, and existential therapy. In 
conversations with him after lectures, I discov-
ered my love for humanistic psychology, the main 
idea of which is to help a person find the meaning 
of life. This very moment represents one of the 
first bridges to the ancient practices of my family. 
But everything started with my grandmother, she 
taught botany at an agricultural institute (Alma-
Ata, Kazakh SSR). She not only taught me the 
shamanic craft, but also instilled a distrust of any 
new esoteric knowledge, since it is dangerous to 
take unverified information on faith; first it must 
be verified.
Usually when I say that my grandmother was 
a  shaman, for some reason everyone imagines 
a caricatured old woman in skins in the middle 
of a  dense forest, while my grandmother, along 
with my academician grandfather, were actually 
people of science. They married in Leningrad, all 
their children continued their dynasty of becom-
ing university lecturers, but secretly everyone 
continued to go to their grandmother for "help", 
and also in secret from everyone she taught me 
her craft.
As for how the "archaic practices" stay in step 
with the times: it is worth starting with the 
understanding that shamanism is based on the 
belief that everything around us has a soul, or its 
semblance, say, "energy." Everything is intercon-
nected, including us, but we humans are not at all 
the "crown of creation." The key element here is 
the relationship itself. These relationships are not 
destroyed even after death.
Naturally, these relationships are almost never in 
an idyllic "harmonious" state, so sometimes they 
can be the cause of destructive events in a  per-
son's life, who, turning to the shaman, asks him/
her for help. My task in such cases is to experience 
a  person's life as a  whole, and this requires not 
only understanding him, but also his relationship 
with loved ones and the environment, in order to 
understand where the "block" is, and most impor-
tantly, what needs to be done so that the person 
seeking help can realize his mistake or the mis-
take of his ancestors and correct it, or later inde-
pendently cope with emerging problems. After 
all, these challenges are an integral part of life.
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Photo. The morning after the High Coven celebrates Samhain (Avebury Stone Circle, Wiltshire, England, 2015)
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Photo. Olkhon Island, Baikal, 2017 

A.D.: What, in your opinion, could the sha-
manic tradition give to the modern world?

O.A.: The most important thing, in my opinion, 
is the idea that a person is not the crown of cre-
ation. We are only a part of the Whole, and there-
fore we must support the natural course of life, 
Nature, because without it humans themselves 
cannot exist. Despite all the fantastic films show-
ing people living in distant space, in reality this 
is virtually impossible, because we cannot live 
without Nature — we are a part of it. Our entire 
cultural footprint and baggage is a consequence 
of the environment we came from and can only 
be applied in a similar context, but certainly not 
in empty and cold space. Unfortunately, mod-
ern people have forgotten the value of Nature, 
remembering her only in moments of rest or 
despair; at other times, people do not cease to 
destroy what they are a part of, exacerbating the 
ecological crisis.
In addition, the ancient shamanic tradition still 
influences the modern world. Recently, an inter-
esting situation occurred in my life — the spirit of 
a Japanese shaman woman came to me, she told 
me that she lived in the 17th century and was bur-
ied in Kyoto. But most importantly, she showed 
me how she danced on the shores of a raging sea, 
and every time lightning flashed, she threw a pearl 
into the raging waters to the sound of thunder. In 

this way, she appeased the gods and spirits of the 
sea to calm their anger and spare the people.
I immediately wrote about this to one of my stu-
dents from Japan. Mizuki specially flew to me to 
undergo an initiation; her grandmother was a sha-
man, but she could not pass on her knowledge 
further. Alas, this is a frequent story throughout. 
A student of mine told me that this month, Japan 
is experiencing a lot of flooding due to typhoons 
and heavy rains, which usually does not happen 
at this time of the year. It is causing many cities 
to be badly damaged, and residents have had to 
move to safe places. It was obvious that the spirit 
of the ancient shamaness had returned to pac-
ify the water and protect people. It is especially 
interesting that after a while the spirit of the Japa-
nese shaman woman came to me again, showing 
the ritual that my student had to do so that her 
grandmother could start teaching her the ancient 
knowledge of Japanese shamans, thanks to which 
she could continue the work of her ancestors.

A.D.: What tasks does a  modern shaman 
undertake? How do shamanic practices 
take place? What is the role of nature in this 
process?

O.A.: It is worth briefly explaining what is the 
difference between modern and traditional sha-
manism. Modern shamanism includes modern 
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techniques, or techniques from other ancient tra-
ditions, while classical shamanism remains exclu-
sively within its ethnocultural practice, which, in 
my opinion, is not the best choice in an era when 
people must overcome differences and boundar-
ies to unite and join in the collective salvation of 
our planet.
My path to modern shamanism began with 
a  teenage protest, when, after studying with my 
grandmother, I decided to go into science, choos-
ing psychology and linking my future with it. But 
already in the process of training, I realized that 
the old and new paths are not only parallel, but 
also the same in essence, so I began to try to mod-
ernize the existing shamanic knowledge through 
psychological knowledge and techniques. The 
resulting symbiosis allowed me to achieve signif-
icant results, by the way, which were noticed by 
my “colleagues.” Thus, I was invited to a private 
celebration of Samhain in the Circle of Stones, in 
Avebury (UK), in 2015.
Now about the "process" itself and about the tasks 
of the modern shaman. The modern world has 
just begun to return to what nourishes the spirit. 
This action itself is a  movement from its oppo-
site, when, as is the case now, surrounding reality 
has become so cold that people are increasingly 
trying to find something that can "warm" them, 
referring not only to their roots, but also to other 
ancient practices. I don't see anything wrong with 
that.
A lot of people are starting to study other cultural 
traditions and use ancient techniques of other 
peoples. This is wonderful, although I am aware 
that the original bearers of many ancient practices 
have a negative attitude towards it. I repeat, in the 
21st century we must help each other and share 
knowledge in order to make our world a  better 
place together.
Human life, according to the ideas of shaman-
ism, is based on the connection of everything 
with everything else. In this world, everything is 

interdependent. The loss of such connection dis-
rupts the natural course of events, which can lead 
to catastrophic consequences. It is with these con-
sequences that shamans work.
Actually, the life of a modern shaman, as well as 
that of a  traditional shaman, develops in such 
a way that he/she will be drawn to the place where 
there is some kind of disturbance of these con-
nections. Most often shamans feel the so-called 
"call", which allow them to understand what they 
will face in the future. Nature is the source of our 
strength, and we are a  part of it, which means 
that, having felt a connection with her, shamans 
are transported into the past through a connec-
tion with everything around them in order to find 
the "beginning" of the problem and to try to solve 
it on a spiritual level. This is the classic shamanis-
tic method, but I am not sure that I can correctly 
express it in words, since the process itself is 
a spiritual experience that is difficult to describe.

A.D.: You can often hear the phrases “place 
of power”, “spirits of the place”  What 
are these referring to? Perhaps you could 
explain these concepts both from the point 
of view of tradition and from the point of 
view of modernity 

O.A.: The Earth and her resources, alas, are now 
perceived only as a source of income for greedy 
and narrow-minded people. Nature, as I have 
mentioned many times before, is a  common 
home for everyone, but even in it there are spe-
cific places where, according to the legends, you 
can feel something more. Most shamans and 
many other practitioners around the world are 
engaged in correcting the lapses of the previous 
decades. Due to many sad historical events, a lot 
has been lost — knowledge, continuity, places of 
power, and most importantly the very relation-
ships with nature and traditional culture. These 
are now slowly but surely being restored thanks 
to the actions of people like me.
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Photo. Bozzhyra tract — a mountain range in the Ustyurt National Reserve in Kazakhstan

I will give an example of my activities relating 
to the protection of natural and cultural values. 
Someone not very clever decided to build a hotel 
overlooking Bozzhyra — a unique natural place 
that is the bottom of an ancient ocean. The activ-
ists of Western Kazakhstan turned for help to the 
activists of Almaty, who defended the Kok-Zhai-
lau mountain plateau a couple of years ago. I did 
not know all this, but I offered help to my friend, 
one of the leaders of the "Protect Kok-Zhailau" 
movement, with whom we had conducted a cer-
emony on a mountain plateau many years ago to 
preserve it.
On the appointed day, this friend and I went to 
a  place that is a  source of strength for her, and 
from there I set off on a spiritual journey. I sus-
pected that the negative situation, due to which 
they decided to build up such a  majestic place, 
could not appear just like that, and I was right. 
I saw a whole story that was shown to me by the 
“guardian" of this place. Since ancient times, peo-
ple have venerated him, trying not to disturb him 
once again, but in cases when they passed through 
this place, they left gifts. Initially, he was the only 

power of the place, but later a  certain ancient 
commander was buried there with honors and 
the guardian power absorbed his spirit, therefore 
it became personalized, so to speak. That is, the 
guardian is not the spirit of that commander, but 
he acquired many of his features.
The days of respect for nature and spirits are 
long gone; people have forgotten old customs, 
and recently, instead of gifts, they began to leave 
garbage. The world of spirits is dependent on the 
world of people, therefore, without contact from 
our side, the spirits themselves "become thin-
ner". That is why the “guardian” chose to leave 
Bozzhyra, seeing the destructive actions of the 
people there. The situation was at a  stalemate, 
and together with my “colleagues” from Almaty 
and activists of Western Kazakhstan, it took many 
different ritual-offerings to halt the desire of the 
“guardian” to leave this place forever. Subse-
quently, a solution was found that helped to stop 
the development of the territory. But this is only 
the beginning, a small victory, while the war for 
the salvation of Nature continues to this day and 
not only in our country.
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Photo. Appeal to the guardian spirit of Altai  The foot of Mount Belukha, 2013

A.D.: What do you think about the ecological cri-
sis: what led to it, what is its “lesson”, what is the 
situation now, what opportunities exist to over-
come it?
O.A.: I can answer the first part of the ques-
tion not as a shaman, but as a psychologist. Our 
Ego led us to the ecological crisis. I will express 
an unpopular theory, both among activists and 
among my "colleagues" in the craft.
In the entire history of humankind, there has 
never been an idyllic time, therefore all roman-
ticizations of the past are meaningless. The con-
ditions for human life have never been better or 
worse, since there has always been some kind of 
danger — something that threatened life regard-
less of who the person was. There has always been 
a  certain force that threatened humans  — it is 
somewhat similar to death, before which every-
one is equal, but in this case, I mean something 
that motivates a person to make a choice.
Previously, it could be wars, tyrants, diseases, 
or something else; each historical interval had 
its own litmus test to identify the best or worst 
qualities of a  person. Nowadays, there is a  lit-
mus test that reveals the best and worst in 

people  — environmental disaster. The environ-
mental crisis is a  new challenge that is forcing 
people to choose to awaken and become aware, 
because the situation is such that living condi-
tions have become so unbearable that it is as if 
humanity is already pressed against the wall.
I believe that all this is happening so that peo-
ple finally understand that we are strong only 
together. I, like other practitioners, talk about 
love, about a  conscious life, about mutual help, 
about the understanding that simple actions can 
lead to great changes. Now more than ever we 
need to unite, accept the wisdom of the past, and 
at the same time move into the future.
A.D.: You are not only a practicing shaman and 
psychologist, but also an artist using modern 
media, in particular photography. Tell us a  little 
about your work.
O.A.: Yes, I am a contemporary artist. My main 
tools are photography and collage. In my opin-
ion, the modern world provides endless opportu-
nities for unleashing the creative potential of any 
person. I deliberately do not use programs such 
as photoshop, I only use editing software on my 
phone, because these are the future.
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My first solo exhibition "In Search of the Sky 
Nomad" was in Golitsyn Hall. It was dedicated 
to the 25th anniversary of independence of my 
native country Kazakhstan. The main storyline 
consisted of the problems of the generation of my 
peers, who, in the wake of many historical events, 

seem to be suspended between the earth (* tradi-
tion and roots) and the Sky (* the desire to follow 
the heart, in step with the times). The blue ribbon 
in their hands symbolizes a prayer addressed to 
Tengri — the supreme deity of all Turkic people, 
in which they ask to be shown the right path.

Photo. Work from the cycle "In Search of the Sky Nomad"

But there are also shamans who remember the Old 
Ways and they stand firmly on the ground; precisely 
because of this, they are not able to easily readjust. 

This means that they are deprived of the opportu-
nity to soar together with everyone in the new time. 
My sister and I brought these images into being.
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Interview with Oraz Abulkhair

Photo. Work from the cycle "In Search of the Heavenly Nomad"

Photo. Work from the cycle "In Search of the Heavenly Nomad”
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Interview with Oraz Abulkhair

In recent years, I have been working on a  new 
series of images called "WITCH", in which I 
strive to return the word "WITCH" to its orig-
inal meaning  — bearers of wisdom and secret 
knowledge that protect people. A feature of this 
series is that all the models are my "colleagues" 
in real life, i.e. bearers of the Gift.

Photo. "Spring" — work from the "WITCH" series  
Digital photo collage

Spring brings rich gifts to all those who believe in 
love, in a life full of abundance and fertility. Her 

time is Ostara. Those who follow the Old Ways 
bring gifts to her on March 21, the day of the ver-
nal equinox.

A.D.: Do you have any final message or 
parting words to your readers?

O.A.: I always ask myself one question: What 
mark will I leave behind me? This question is 
a  great filter to remove what is unnecessary 
and remind me of the value of every day that I 
live. After all, I understand that every day I face 
a  choice, but this choice is not between a  good 
action or a bad one, it is between a life filled with 
meaning, or a  life associated with movement 
along the path of least resistance, when you do 
not decide anything, but simply float along in the 
common mass.
The answer to this question does not leave 
room for lies to yourself and others, but allows 
you to be truly free inside. Reasoning over the 
answer, you understand that the value of life is 
also in the ability to learn how to enjoy it to the 
fullest.
Yes, I am a  shaman, I help people, I also fight 
for the salvation of Nature in the ways available 
to me, but at the same time I do not deny myself 
meetings with friends, adventures, the implemen-
tation of my projects, and much more. Once we 
have come to this world, then we should try to 
walk this path with dignity and joy, if possible, 
sharing our warmth with every person we meet. 
After all, this warmth will continue its journey in 
the hearts of the people you meet, even when you 
yourself are no longer there.

Interviewer:
Alexandra Dvornikova  — self-employed art-
ist and art-therapist (St   Petersburg, Russian 
Federation)
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“THE GOLDEN TURTLE”  
INTERNATIONAL WILDLIFE FESTIVAL

President of “The Golden Turtle” International 
Wildlife Festival, founder of “My Equator” chari-
table foundation, SSI master diver, and underwa-
ter photographer Andrey Sukhinin and psycho-
therapist, head of “The Clever Point” immersive 
psychology center, director of the practical infor-
mation institution Maternity Support Center and 
children’s centre “MamStart” (Minsk, Belarus) 
Natalia Navrotskaya gave an interview to our 
journal, talking about the International Wildlife 
Festival “The Golden Turtle”.

Alexander Kopytin (AK):  “The Golden 
Turtle”  International Wildlife Festival is 
a  large-scale ecological and educational 
project that is now 16 years old and aims 
to preserve nature through art  The mission 
of the project is to contribute to the devel-
opment of environmental awareness and an 
environmentally friendly way of life  The cre-
ative works of the participants allow view-
ers to see the beauty of the natural world in 
a new way and think about how to preserve 
it  Please tell us about how the project came 
about and how it has developed 

Andrey Sukhini (AS): The project started in 
2006 as a  local nature photography competi-
tion. At that time, it was mainly Russian pho-
tographers that took part. Later, “Painting” 
and “Eco-poster” categories were added to the 
competition. During the first 10 years of its 
existence, the “Golden Turtle” gained inter-
national fame within the professional com-
munity of photographers and animal painters. 
In 2016, the goals and strategy of the project 
were revised. The format was expanded with 
the inclusion of a  large popular science ele-
ment and environmental education events, 
programs for children and visually impaired 
people, various street events and major inter-
national initiatives. To date, the competition 
part of the project includes 25,000 artists from 
146 countries and five continents. The proj-
ect partners are the Moscow Government, 
the World Wildlife Fund, the Russian Geo-
graphical Society, and the Far Eastern Leop-
ards Foundation. The project is supported 
by the Presidential Grants Foundation. Thus, 
the  “Golden Turtle”  Festival has transformed 
into one of the largest wildlife festivals in the 
world.



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 1 © Ecopoiesis, 2022102

“The Golden Turtle”  international wildlife festival

Photo 1. Andrey Sukhinin’s meeting with young eco-activists, leaders of “The Golden Turtle” movement  
(“The Golden Turtle” Festival, November 2021)

АК: Although some of its nominations also 
include posters and paintings, “The Golden 
Turtle”  is a  world-class project primarily 
in the field of professional wildlife pho-
tography  Do you think that photography 
has a  special potential in today’s world to 
advance the environmental agenda and 
environmental values? How do you under-
stand its role in a wide range of contempo-
rary art-related media?

AS:  There are a  large number of organizations 
that support the environmental agenda with 
a  fairly standard set of approaches and technol-
ogies  — from conferences and eco-forums to 
large-scale volunteer initiatives, from promoting 

environmental goods and services to introducing 
waste-free and safe production methods all over 
the world. “The Golden Turtle” has managed to 
find its own unique approach to promoting envi-
ronmental values by influencing the feelings and 
emotions of people through the positive energy of 
creativity, which is perhaps one of the most acces-
sible and effective channels for involving people 
in environmental protection, as it develops in 
them the ability to see the beauty of the natural 
world and understand its life and connection with 
humans. We use social and cultural codes that are 
understandable to everyone on any continent to 
communicate our common goal to preserve the 
ecosphere of our planet for future generations. 
Therefore, the value of the wildlife photography 
genre can hardly be overestimated.
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“The Golden Turtle”  international wildlife festival

Photo 2. A naturalist, popularizer of science, author and host of the program “Everybody is like animals”, 
Evgenia Timonova, is giving a lecture on animal behavior to Moscow schoolchildren  

(“The Golden Turtle” Festival, November 2021)

Photo 3. Animators conducting interactive activities for children (“The Golden Turtle” Festival, November 2021)
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“The Golden Turtle”  international wildlife festival

AK: Within the framework of the festival, 
thematic lectures, creative contests and edu-
cational programs of artistic and aesthetic 
orientation, various interactive events are 
held that allow exhibition visitors not only 
to receive information related to the envi-
ronmental situation, but also to express 
their own views and get involved in poly-
logue, to participate in the discussion of 
topical issues in the lives of modern people 
and their inextricable connection with the 
natural world  Could you tell us about this 
component of the festival? What different 
events take place and what topics are the 
most interesting for visitors?

AS: One tradition at “The Golden Turtle“ Festival 
is the educational program aimed at photogra-
phers of all levels, from beginners to experienced 

professionals. The festival provides this target 
audience with the most varied opportunities for 
communication and exchange of experience.
Another example of the educational compo-
nent of the festival is the large-scale educa-
tional program for children, “Golden Turtles”, 
aimed at forming environmental awareness and 
environmental culture of the younger genera-
tion through the creation of a  league of young 
eco-activists. The creators of the most promis-
ing environmental projects receive support to 
implement them.
The most striking discovery of the past season 
was the mixed formats of presentation initiatives, 
including the participation of successful photog-
raphers and representatives of the scientific com-
munity, biologists and zoologists. It seems that 
here we have found our own original approach, 
which will be replicated from next season.

Photo 4. An underwater photographer, multiple winner of international photo contests  
Mikhail Korostelev is giving a lecture on underwater photography of large marine mammals  

(“The Golden Turtle” Festival, November 2021)
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“The Golden Turtle”  international wildlife festival

Photo 5. Immersive programs for children  Modern computer technologies make it possible  
to animate children’s drawings (“The Golden Turtle” Festival, October 2019)

AK:  “The Golden Turtle“ project involves 
creativity at all levels, from organizing and 
conducting creative competitions and edu-
cational programs of artistic and aesthetic 
orientation to designing exhibition spaces 
and ways of presenting artistic material  
What about the organization, presentation 
and design of the festival do you consider 
new and original that contributes to its suc-
cess and the realization of its mission?

AS:  We have chosen a  synchronous model of 
project management and completely abandoned 
unnecessary bureaucracy. Teamwork is based not 
on instructions and regulations, but on the pow-
erful positive energy of all members, embraced by 
a single creative impulse. This provides the proj-
ect with high growth rates that are impossible for 
all other management models.
Starting next season, we plan to experiment with 
new formats for presenting our content, allowing 
the visitor not only to contemplate creative works, 
but also to interact with them. Here, new tech-
nical solutions come to our aid, including aug-
mented reality technologies.

AK:  At the beginning of 2022, the fes-
tival will take place for the first time 
in Belarus, in Minsk  Do I understand 
correctly that this will be one of the 
first examples of organizing an exhi-
bition of festival artworks outside of 
Russia? What can you say about the 
international resonance of the project, 
the participation of foreign photogra-
phers, visual artists and international 
organizations?

AS:  The most striking and large-scale initiative 
of the “Golden Turtle“ Festival outside of Russia 
was the exhibition “Planet Earth: Fragile Perfec-
tion” at the UN headquarters in New York in the 
pre-pandemic year 2019. It is very symbolic that 
its opening took place on April 22, International 
Earth Day.
We plan to hold the exhibition in Minsk at this dif-
ficult time and will try to avoid additional inter-
national cooperation because of the pandemic. 
The entrance to the exhibition will be absolutely 
free. Let it be a good gift for the residents of the 
capital of Belarus.
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АК: What are your plans for developing the 
project in the future?

AS: As early as next year we plan to implement 
a large-scale road show in 11 of the largest cities 
in Russia, to hold the 2022 Festival season in Mos-
cow in a new form, and to implement a large envi-
ronmental education project in Moscow schools. 
If we talk about more distant prospects, then we 
plan to deepen the environmental agenda, cre-
ate more programs for children, and attract new 
partners for cooperation who share our basic val-
ues — Nature, Freedom, and Creativity.

AK:  During the festival days in Minsk in 
2022, as part of the ecological and educa-
tional direction of the project, for the first 
time attention will be paid to the study and 
formation of ecological culture in its close 
connection with the task of preserving psy-
chological health, based on the application 
of an ecopsychological approach  Could you 
tell us about this component of the festival?

Natalya Navrotskaya (NN): Yes, during the exhi-
bition days we are planning to hold a number of 
open events that will provide the opportunity to 
develop an ecological culture and health-preserv-
ing skills based on contact with the natural world. 
We plan to do this by interviewing visitors and 
involving them in practice-oriented workshops 
that implement the ideas and technologies of the 
ecopsychological approach. At the same time, 
our task is to show the close relationship between 
people’s attitude to nature and their health and 
wellbeing, to promote the dissemination of bene-
ficial health practices and technologies based on 
the alliance of nature and art, in particular, the art 
of photography.

Today, our lives are filled with stressful events 
that have a negative impact on our mental and 

physical health. One such event is the Covid-
19 pandemic. It is known that human com-
munication with nature helps to improve psy-
cho-emotional state, increases resilience to 
stress and improves quality of life. The creation 
and perception of wildlife photography along 
with other types of subject-environment inter-
actions, can be considered beneficial to main-
taining health and wellbeing and, at the same 
time, to forming ecological culture and sustain-
able lifestyles.
Within the framework of the festival, we plan 
to hold open workshops for everyone and 
also a training seminar, “Art and nature in the 
interests of protecting human health and the 
living environment,” for mental health profes-
sionals, which will introduce them to mod-
ern health-improving technologies based on 
the theory and practice of ecopsychology and 
ecotherapy.
Another workshop, “Get to know your wildlife”, 
will be devoted to the neurophysiological foun-
dations of ecopsychology. As part of this master 
class, demonstrating biofeedback in virtual real-
ity, it will be shown how the body and psyche 
react to natural objects and landscapes. There will 
also be training in the basics of relaxation, tak-
ing into account these reactions. Participants will 
be able to feel for themselves how immersion in 
the natural environment has a  beneficial effect 
on the psycho-emotional state of a  person, and 
learn how this knowledge can be used to provide 
psychological assistance and conduct preventive 
measures.

Iterviewer:
Kopytin Alexander — Doctor of Medical Sciences, 
Professor, Department of Psychology, St   Peters-
burg Academy of Postgraduate Pedagogical Educa-
tion(St  Petersburg, Russia)
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