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SYMBIOTIC TIME

Humans bury not simply to achieve closure and effect
a separation from the dead but also and above all
to humanize the ground on which they build their
worlds and found their histories.... As Homo sapiens
we are born of our biological parents. As human
beings we are born of the dead—of the regional
ground they occupy, of the languages they inhabited,
of the worlds they brought into being, of the many
institutional, legal, cultural and psychological legacies
that, through us, connect them to the unborn.
—Robert Pogge Harrison1

In several recent Think Here essays, I have explored the linkage among Earth ethics (symbiotic
ontology); ecological democracy and citizenship
(symbiotic politics); the presence of the past; and
its flip side, the future within the present (symbi-

planetary systems operate and what they require
of us to sustain the Holocenic climate that has
been the cradle of humankind.3 The bough it rests
on is about ready to break.
Earth ethics is based on an imperative of human
responsibility to protect and promote natural
systems so that symbiotic life is abundant and
flourishes. Many other species possess agency—
even conscious, intentional agency—and affect
natural systems to varying degrees. But none have
the capability for either sustaining or disrupting
natural systems on a scale or scope matching
ours. Consequently, the moral duty to promote
flourishing life on Earth falls to us. Today humankind is manifestly failing to live up to this responsibility; indeed, it is violating its moral debt to the
planet at virtually every turn.

In symbiotic time, we engage
in an ongoing learning process
of historical and normative
reinterpretation, correction,
and atonement.

otic time).2
Earth ethics has to do with the ontological condition of interdependence and “symbiosis” (mutual
flourishing) in the systems of life on Earth. Indeed,
our planet is noteworthy for possessing geophysical conditions suitable for sustaining complex life
forms and ecosystems. Moreover, some climate
regimes in Earth history—such as the most recent
millennia of the Holocene—have been characterized by large temperate zones and relatively stable
climatic conditions. The time scale of human biological evolution is much longer, but it is fair
to say that, socially and culturally, the Holocene
has been the natural basis for the developmental flourishing of humanity. However, during the

The human failure in this regard is a failure of will
and of social, political, and economic institutional
design. And those failures, in turn, are related to
a cultural and spiritual failure of the moral imagination. Earth ethics examines the roots of that
failure. In part, it does so in order to document
and register a legacy indictment of our current
behavior, normative self-deceptions, and institutional power structures. But principally, it does so
in order to inspire and guide practices and movements for social change that will motivate humankind to respect and stay within the limits of planetary systems—to stay bounded.

most recent century of the Holocene, human so-

Ecological democracy develops a new moral

cieties, technologies, and activities have begun to

imagination and a political morality comprised

encroach on—and exceed—safe margins and tol-

of norms of right recognition and right relation-

erances set by planetary systems. Spurred by evi-

ship among contemporaneous human individuals

dence of increased greenhouse gas concentrations

and societies, and between human and non-hu-

in the atmosphere and other evidence of climate

man beings and systems. These concepts and

change, human knowledge now possesses a sub-

norms come alive and gain the ability to change

stantial, if not complete, comprehension of how

human political will and motivation through
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expression as social practices and social move-

learning process of historical and normative rein-

ments. Movements, by their very nature, tend to

terpretation, correction, and atonement.

be focused and partisan. But democratic norms
must be public. By that, I mean that the authority and legitimacy of the norms articulated in a
living political morality or moral imagination
come about through the discursive activity of
deliberation in the public sphere, and in the decision-making processes undertaken by the institutions of governmental, non-governmental, and
private corporate actors.
Ecological democracy is a form of governance that
brings together the best available scientific knowledge—which describes and explains real environ-

Perhaps this third face of interdependence is especially fecund at this moment in global history,
when multiple normative and political challenges
converge. The global pandemic of novel coronavirus has brought about an abrupt change in patterns of everyday life, akin in some ways to outbreaks of ethnic violence, civil war, and refugee
crises that have tragically become recurring features of life in some areas of the world. But the
outbreak of a highly contagious and dangerous

mental, social, and economic conditions—with

disease did not spare affluent nations and glob-

the best available normative understanding—

ally has been rapidly and exceedingly disrup-

which prescribes change in the direction of ideal

tive, bringing in its wake a shocking death toll,

environmental, social, and economic conditions.

widespread unemployment, economic loss, un-

Descriptive and explanatory knowledge is based

certainty, and fear. Worldwide, between 50 and

on analytic reasoning and controlled observation;

100 million perished in the influenza pandemic

prescriptive and aspirational knowledge is based

of 1918 and 675,000 died in the U.S.4 COVID-19

on open and inclusive processes of interpretation

won’t match that, but it can’t truly be said that we

and justification involving arguments put forward

are lucky.

by scholars and by the practical experience of
individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds
and diverse walks of life. I shall return to this

By itself COVID-19 would be enough to justify consideration of symbiotic temporality. But two other

point below.

legacy emergencies are breaking out all around

Finally, symbiotic time. Intergenerational per-

police violence and a heightened discernment

spectives complement the stress on symbiotic ontology in Earth ethics and on symbiotic politics in
ecological democracy. We recognize connections
among humans and non-humans once alive but
now no longer living, those now living, and those
not yet alive who will live in the future. The domain
of symbiotic time is a realm of memory and tradition. It is about recalling and reinterpreting cultural and moral foundations laid in the past. It
is about seeing our responsibility to transmit or
bequeath the cultural legacy of such values and
institutions to those who have not yet had an opportunity to benefit from or improve upon them.
And, finally, the domain of temporal symbiosis is
a place of restoration and repair in the present,

6   BRUCE JENNINGS

METAPHORS MORE THAN METAPHORS

us. One is popular outrage at racially motivated
of unjust disparities of health and social opportunities based on race, class, and gender. There
is also a recognition that this racial inequality is
not truly anathema, or simply a matter of psychological bigotry and prejudice of individuals, but
is something deeply embedded in American life
through the entrenched operations of our legal,
financial, educational, economic, and political
systems. These factors have combined to create
a resurgence of social protests around the world.
The other emergency, hovering as always in the
background, is the urgent need for global measures to mitigate and prepare for serious global
warming and climate change.

as we remember and honor those architects and

In sum, we enter the third decade of the twen-

laborers who laid the physical, social, cultural,

ty-first century faced with the prospect of fre-

and political infrastructure of our current way of

quent, widespread infectious disease outbreaks

life. In symbiotic time, we engage in an ongoing

that seriously disrupt our key institutions and our
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everyday lives. We are faced with the question

largely based on a grasp of the biological–social

of whether the legacy of massive economic and

nexus of the disease. The social aspects, at least,

social inequality can be corrected by democratic

are backward looking. From past pandemics, we

government. And we realize that the increasingly

know that proven containment methods involve

clear and present danger of climate change will

widespread screening and diagnostic testing,

most likely exacerbate these other problems and

closing down social gatherings and activities that

cripple our institutional, economic, and political

involve close personal contact, quarantine of

ability to cope with them.

symptomatic and potentially infectious individu-

There is an old joke about a memo that said: “This
month’s meeting of Procrastinators Anonymous
has been postponed.” That would be us. It
is no joke.
We stand on a threshold beyond which the constitutive features of our economic, political, and
moral ways of life will disintegrate, and the task of
building them back better will consume and transform the politics and governance of the remainder
of this century.5 Disintegration comes in many
forms. COVID-19 and climate change stand at opposite ends of a spectrum. COVID-19 struck precipitously: the very existence of the mutation was
only discovered around 2014, some papers were
published, scientists continued to collect samples
in bat caves, and virtually nothing was done politically except to cut funding for pandemic planning
and monitoring. To be sure, the general problem
of human contact with exotic species, land-use

als for a period of time, procurement and distribution of safety equipment and lifesaving medical
equipment, and development of new medications
and preventive vaccines.
These measures are economically and socially disruptive, so steps must be taken to provide
economic support for individuals, families, businesses, and the social and educational services
provided by state and local governments. We understand these methods, but again, the problem
is not a lack of scientific knowledge as much as
the lack of political and ethical will. Pandemics
are nightmares for capitalism, especially in societies unwilling to tolerate very large numbers of
deaths. Social welfare state measures on a large
scale are a necessary investment to bring both financial system collapse (as in the Great Recession
of 2008 to 2010) and pandemic lethal infection
under control.7

encroachment on ecological areas in which viral

Considerations such as these bring us back to the

evolution is continuously occurring, and the like-

general point concerning symbiotic time. Living

lihood of recurrent outbreaks of human infection

citizens in the present are not merely less success-

from novel strains are well known among scien-

ful, they are fundamentally incomplete without

tists. Global warming, on the other hand, has an

those who came before and who will come after.

insidious ability to hide in plain sight. Compelling

An exemplar of this from the classical Western

evidence of greenhouse gas emissions and tem-

literary tradition is Aeneas, who carried with

perature rise has been available at least since

him the ashes and relics that were tokens of the

the 1980s, but the direct effects were masked by

memory of the fallen political community of Troy.

gradual ecological changes and by structural pro-

He must journey into the domain of the non-liv-

crastination in our global and national institu-

ing in order to eventually serve the living, and in

tions and politics.

the underworld he encounters both the spirits of

6

How do we come to grips with dangers that
present themselves as sudden emergencies, or

the dead and shades headed toward birth—both
the past and the future.8

with those that are more stealthy until system

Spirits and shades? The literary critic Michael

feedback mechanisms and emergent properties

Wood captures precisely what I am getting at here

of system transformation produce equally sudden

when he points out that a ghost is not “a figure

and all-but-overwhelming consequences? The

who is entirely unreal, just one who has become

public health response to COVID-19 has been

a little faint, lacking in physical immediacy.
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Perhaps someone who lives in the memory only,

within the accounting of which must be included

not an inconsiderable form of life after all. Or in

our inheritance from the dead and the interests

possibility, a spirit from the future.” A bit later

of the yet to be alive. As members already but

Wood continues:

not yet, the unborn exercise a pull of duty and

The point perhaps concerns not so much
the questioned reality of ghosts, or their undoubted persistence in the imagination, as
the trouble they cause for reason. It is because
they don’t exist in several important senses

concern that is symbiotically linked with the entrusted duties and care owed to dead members,
and with the relational duties of recognition that
living members owe one another in their current
generation.

that they do exist in others. The distinction

In modern secular materialism, these notions

between the living and the dead matters; we

carry little persuasive force; their metaphoric

can’t do without it. And yet there are so many

meaning remains fabulous only. I am not here de-

ways of crossing the gap that the mythologi-

fending a spiritual or non-materialistic ontology

cal migrations, the metaphors that are more

in the notion of generational covenant, although

than metaphors, are not likely to go away.

others—especially those conversant with indig-

9

Ecological democracy must
be about counterfactual and
aspirational practices... living in
pursuit of the as if and the could be.

enous perspectives and narratives of myth and
ritual—may do so.10 Here, however, I propose a
different tack. It is to distinguish two modes of
discourse and two interpretations of the covenant
overseeing a symbiotic politics.
One mode of discourse takes shape in declarative
formulation and provides propositional, “as is”

GENERATIONAL COVENANTS

At the heart of symbiotic time lies a metaphor
that is more than metaphor. This is the notion of
covenant, fundamental to ancient Judaism and
pressed into service by Western political philosophy since the seventeenth century to authorize
and validate the popular sovereignty of the civic
republic. Often in theology and always, I think,
in politics, the covenant that founds and grounds
the republic also binds symbiotic time—past,
present, and future. To take advantage of the
double meaning, we can refer to the “generational covenant” of an ecological democracy. Some

8   BRUCE JENNINGS

meaning. The other mode of discourse takes
shape in subjunctive formulation and provides
counterfactual and aspirational “as if” or “could
be” meaning. I submit that both declarative discourse and subjunctive discourse are valid modes
of human interpretation and understanding; they
simply operate in different registers of reason
and logic.11 There is no need to rank them against
some standard of evaluation such as knowledge or
truth. The question for our purposes here is what
contribution, if any, does subjunctive discourse
make to our understanding of symbiotic being,
symbiotic politics, and symbiotic time?

of the parties to this covenant, the dead, are no

The second distinction I wish to introduce is

longer biologically embodied as organisms, but

between two goals or ends of political associ-

they are present and active in other ways: in ar-

ation in a republic or democracy. One end is

chives, in ideas, in architectures and rituals of

transactional relationality and benefit. The other

remembering, in the duties of memory and vows

is transformational relationality and benefit. My

of keeping faith and trust. The unborn, also not

reading of the intellectual history of the concept of

organically present, are nonetheless members

covenant is that for the most part it has been as-

already of the community in imagined, subjunc-

sociated in political theory with transformational

tive (as if) form. Their future lives and flourishing

relationality because the telos of the political as-

are entrusted to the ongoing political community

sociation a covenant founds transcends mutual

of the living who strive toward the common good,

cooperation, deal making, and self-interest, which

MINDING NATURE 13.3
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are essentially transactional goals. Much more

The covenantal challenge of our time and our

fundamentally, covenant encompasses growth

future does not stand poised in front of a blank

in moral awareness, greater realization of the in-

slate, nor does it require entirely unprecedented

herent potential of a species, and fuller human

modes of theory and action. It is just that in our

self-realization of each and all through life in a

contemporary assumptions and attitudes, we have

democratic culture and participation in common

failed to remember so many and so much. Most

deliberation.

crucially, we have failed to afford moral standing

This is where my two distinctions come together. To do justice to the transformational ends of
political association held together by covenant,
it is necessary to engage in the conversation of
subjunctive meaning and imagination. Ecological
democracy must be about counterfactual and aspirational practices, having what John Dewey
called the democratic faith of living in pursuit of
the as if and the could be.12 The flourishing and
resilience of both the natural and the cultural
worlds can only be sustained by counterfactual vision and aspirational norms and ideals. The
symbiotic being of the human makes this possible, and the generational covenant actualizes this
possibility. A generational covenant makes places
in space and time for recognition and care among
the still living, the no longer living but extracorporeally active, and the not yet living, who exist as
possibility or promise and are therefore present

to those yet to come and what they potentially can
do. The multiple crises of our historical moment
can only be answered profoundly by an affirmation of symbiotic being, by the symbiotic politics
of just recognition and parity of democratic power
and respect, and by a consciousness of symbiotic
time. The political thought and action we need for
global health, global justice, and global political
economy is a dialogue between present questions,
future possibilities, and past insights and blind
spots. This must be a critical, not hortatory, dialogue in which the presuppositions of our questions are scrutinized, future possibilities reimagined, and the archives of traditional ideals and
modes of governance are ransacked to retrieve
what is of enduring value and to avoid the moral
mistakes of the past.
I have suggested that the idea of covenant—particularly what I am calling generational cove-

already in the activity of symbiotic politics.

nant—brings subjunctive discourse and transfor-

It is important to stress that what I have in mind

and learning. This is not to suggest that declara-

by the generational covenant, with its counterfactual “as if” thinking and its aspirational “could
be” norms of justice and equality, is not something transcendent or eternal. It is something that
each generation must avow anew and restore—
and sometimes reject, abandon, and replace.

mational goals to the forefront of civic attention
tive as is thinking is absent from symbiotic politics and time. Nor is it to suggest that a generational covenant makes no room for transactional
motivations and practices. I do think, however,
that when positivism, empiricism, and a kind
of transactional realism or realpolitik that cele-

Generational covenants mark us as relational,

brates political competition more than communi-

civic beings. And as humans are mortal, so is their

ty comes to the fore, and when transactional soci-

relationality dynamic and mobile. Political com-

ality and self-identity predominates, one is closer

munities—like other aspects of human life, such

to what properly should be seen as a “contract”

as the family, the household, and the personal

rather than a covenant. And of course, social con-

life cycle of each individual—involve passages of

tract political theories are one of the mainstays of

entry, sojourning, and departure. But these pas-

Western political thought in the modern period

sages should not be seen solely in terms of ex-

and have been since roughly the seventeenth

ternal estrangement versus internal belonging.

century. The idea of contract reinforces individ-

Better to see them as transitions among various

uation, deracination, and autonomy. By contrast,

ways in which an enduring membership mani-

a less atomistic participant figures into a cove-

fests itself naturally and culturally.13

nant—one whose ongoing social interdependence
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is embraced through the assumption and avowal

from it. It is crucial to recognize that this notion

of a perduring commitment. In short, a contract

of passing down from one generation to the next

is a tool of successful doing; a covenant is a way of

need not be understood as a kind of value-neu-

enhanced being.

tral conduit. The mere fact that some practice—

Sustaining relational being among humans and
intergenerational moral responsibility require
us as citizens to acknowledge what the dead have
done to make us possible—to learn from it, to
draw strength from it, and to atone for it, especially in the fossil carbon era. Acknowledge the
covenant with gratitude if the work of the past has
been constructive; or with humility and correction if that work has been unjust and destructive.
Further, to be kept psychologically and meaningfully vivid and vital, such covenantal responsibility requires ritual enactment as well as moral
imagination. In the global capitalist world of commodification and monetization, the “as-is” mentality—the transactional individualism of contractual connections—is ascendant. How might the
covenant of life and death be sustained so that it
fosters a persistent yearning by the living to honor

chattel slavery, for example—was authorized and
culturally sanctioned or “vested” by some governments, economic systems, or social and cultural
status groups in the past does not mean that subsequent generations must venerate it or refrain
from abolishing it simply for the sake of continuity, let alone for the sake of paying homage to the
laws and customs of the past.

Sustaining relational being among
humans and intergenerational moral
responsibility require us as citizens
to acknowledge what the dead
have done to make us possible—
to learn from it, to draw strength
from it, and to atone for it,
especially in the fossil carbon era.

the dead and keep faith with the future?14
The generational covenant gives essential norms
of place and purpose to social and individual life,
and there is reason to think, from evidence of
burial practices in early sites of the genus Homo,
that a sensibility and imagination named by this
covenant are etched in the deep time of human
relationality. The strengths of modern democracy bear this imprint; the shortcomings of modern
democracy bear its effacement.
If our generation or the next fails to recover and

We shall need subjunctive reason and imagination
more than ever as we begin to experience largescale climate shifts and Earth system changes.
The concerns of future politics will have to pertain
to systems and structures of power and authority, making them equitable and keeping them
accountable. I hope that global political action
to adapt to climate change and political action to
mitigate social structural inequality and injustice
are converging. I believe they can and will.

carry forward the covenant between the living
and the dead, we may risk undermining political
systems that aspire to some measure of popular

10   BRUCE JENNINGS

THE HERE AND NOW OF SOLIDARITY:
A PLACE TO TAKE PLACE

consent, relational solidarity, and mutual care

This notion of re-grounding democracy is an im-

and concern as aspirational facets of political

portant point of contact between symbiotic time

life. That would be a profound civilizational and

and the symbiotic discourse of democratic cit-

human loss. It would undermine our sense of

izenship and political morality. At the heart of

rootedness and continuity. It would hobble our

democratic discourse and society are relational

capability to interpret and reinterpret authority,

practices of right recognition, by which I mean

freedom, and duty. I say both “interpret and re-

affirmations of the moral standing of others as

interpret” deliberately here because it bears re-

persons who deserve equal dignity and care.

peating that the generational covenant does not

One such practice of recognition is solidarity.15

require a dogmatic, uncritical traditionalism—far

In symbiotic time, positional solidarity among

MINDING NATURE 13.3
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contemporaneous persons is supplemented by

contend, is needed to sustain just institu-

temporal solidarity—recognition and affirma-

tions. Although considerable political conflict

tion of the moral standing of persons past and

attended the emergence of the welfare state

yet to come.

historically, just institutions cannot be built

In American history, the violence and devastation of the Civil War in the nineteenth century
was perhaps the most disruptive collective expe-

or sustained solely through strategic behavior and partisan contestation, or through unbounded humanitarianism.17

rience the country has ever had, but something

At its heart solidarity involves a recognition of

of comparable magnitude may await us in the

membership in a web of obligations to affirm,

middle and end of the current century. From

attend to, and deal fairly with others, buttressed

that era, we have an exemplar of symbiotic pol-

by the expectation that they will fulfill their ob-

itics and a generational covenant converging in

ligations of membership toward you in the same

Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address of 1863.
On that occasion, with a funeral oration at the
new cemetery on the battlefield site, Lincoln “replanted” the ideal republic, setting the stage for
the new kind of liberty and new emancipatory
equality that would come with the abolition of
slavery following the defeat of the Confederate
forces. Had post-war Reconstruction been
pursued and completed differently, perhaps the
Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth constitutional amendments would have achieved reconstructed liberty and equality for all—the generational covenant of which Lincoln spoke. The

way. Extending such expectations across generations, both backward and forward, helps to
strengthen and reassure contemporaneous expectation among members of the current generation.
The end of solidarity is to displace exploitative
relationality and unjust exclusion by just relationality, recognition, and equal standing. Solidarity
binds the living in a relationship of mutual
well-being among all members of the association.
This is a future the fallen Union soldiers furthered
while they were alive and continue to support as
their political membership and existence endure

subjunctive would have been transformed into

in new manifestations after their deaths—through

the declarative. As things are, that is still to be
accomplished.16 Lincoln’s speech at Gettysburg

the Gettysburg Address itself, for instance. This

is still being written and uttered. Unfinished
civic work continues. The attempt in symbiotic
time to keep faith with the Union dead and to
extend solidarity and moral recognition to those
generations yet to come has met with powerful
resistance. And so the argument for an ethic of
solidarity continues to be made. But that argu-

the inspiration provided to current generations by
is the point of tangency between solidarity and
the common good considered from an intergenerational standpoint. It is the political psychology and the moral ethos of each in all and all in
each. It requires more than simply the words of
the living; it also requires the words of the dead
and the ritual recognitions by the living keeping

ment must be reinforced and sustained by an

faith with the dead and receiving the authority the

ethos of solidarity. This point has been made

dead pass down.

forcefully by political scientists Keith Banting
and Will Kymlicka:

At Gettysburg, Lincoln planted ancestors to put
the republic in place on the solid ground of a po-

Solidarity refers to attitudes of mutual ac-

litical morality still unfinished, on footings—in

ceptance, cooperation and support in time

words that are also deeds—that will stand firm. In

of need. In the contemporary context of in-

the name of the dead, he called upon the living to

creasingly diverse societies, we are interested

“highly resolve” that “government of the people,

in a solidarity that transcends ethno-religious

by the people, for the people, shall not perish

differences, operates at a societal scale, and

from the earth.”18 Lincoln grounded the dead, by

has civic, democratic, and redistributive di-

locating and naming freedom from oppression as

mensions. Such an inclusive solidarity, we

a common good. And as Robert Pogge Harrison
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argues, this re-grounding happens not only in

and then; already, but not yet. This is precisely the

place but also in time:

outlook needed in this, our vulnerable, precari-

Yet the most important place secured in

ous, symbiotic time.

Lincoln’s address is perhaps that of the nation’s time. Its hic does not only mark a geographical “here” but also a historical “now.”...
America, in short, needs a place to take place
historically.... That place is not only upon
the earth... but also in the hearts of those
who would assure... that the idea of America

Bruce Jennings is Senior Fellow at the Center for
Humans and Nature and Editor-in-Chief of Minding
Nature. His recent books include Ecological
Governance (West Virginia University Press, 2016) and
Liberty and the Ecological Crisis: Freedom on a Finite
Planet, edited with Christopher Orr and Kaitlin Kish
(Routledge, 2019).

shall endure.19
The work of citizens entrusted with a covenant,
not the labor of gravediggers and their shovels,
is what mattered to Lincoln then, and it is also
what matters—or should matter—to us now. It is
important, however, to bear in mind that more
private memorial moments—how we take our
leave from and remember the dead—are also an
important component of how we can renew and
revitalize our symbiotic time. If the lives of the
dead—those who fall in battle or are the victims of
terror, violence, hate, or preventable disease—do
not matter, then the worth of those living is not
truly secure either. Solidarity thus contains a recognition that individual well-being and rights do
not exist in a state of isolation, but rather inhabit
an ecology of common flourishing that can neither
be achieved nor fully enjoyed by individuals acting
on their own.
Solidarity builds on historical memory and tradition. It also looks to the future. It feeds on the gratitude we feel when we remember the services and
contributions by those who have lived before us,
or when we have the moral imagination to foresee
the contributions that subsequent generations
will make and the necessary changes that future
generations will demand. Solidarity begins with
the recognition of reciprocal and symbiotic interdependence among members of a moral community; it intervenes in—interrupts—an ongoing
community that is unjustly exclusionary and
refuses to recognize the moral standing of some
individuals and groups within it. Solidarity inherently leads us to view our own lives and agency
as bound together with the rights, well-being,
health, and dignity of others here and now; there
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Climate Change,
Coronavirus, and
Environmental Justice
SARA B. PRITCHARD, REBECCA HARRISON,
AND AMANDA DOMINGUES

W

hat happens when a coronavirus pandemic
breaks out in the middle of a Cornell University
undergraduate course in environmental ethics?

many historical and contemporary issues, we wanted our stu-

This collection is the beautiful, extraordinary result of both

second goal, stated explicitly on the syllabus, was the planned

tragedy and hope.

topic of the final paper in the class.

We started the Spring 2020 semester with two main goals for

Then COVID-19 hit. Cornell began a three-week hiatus and

this iteration of “Ethics and the Environment”—an introducto-

we returned to online-only classes in early April. Soon it was

ry survey that attracts diverse students from disparate majors

already time to start thinking about crafting and distributing

across the university. First, our teaching team sought to further

the final assignment.

decolonize this class and the field of environmental ethics by
interrogating seemingly basic concepts like “nature,” engaging
with ethical thinkers not necessarily recognized within academic philosophy, and wrestling with Cornell’s implication in
and complicity with settler colonialism, particularly as a landgrant institution.1 For the first time in any of our extensive individual teaching experiences, or even for most of our students’
experiences in a Cornell classroom, we began with a “Land
Acknowledgement” to the Haudenosaunee lands on which

dents to consider how environmental ethics can help address
the climate crisis and ultimately realize climate justice.4 This

Given what was happening in our world—locally, nationally,
and globally—we shifted course. We decided to ask our students: How can ideas and rationales in environmental ethics
help us understand and address either climate change and
climate justice or the current COVID-19 crisis? We also gave
students two options for the format of their final assignment: a
traditional academic essay or a creative project with accompanying “artist’s statement.”

Cornell University sits.2 This set the very deliberate tone for the

From conversations, emails, and confidential surveys, we knew

semester. We also pushed students to engage with the colonial

that many of our students (and their families and friends) were

dimensions of conservation and environmentalism—practices

struggling with the multifaceted effects of the coronavirus

and movements often uncritically celebrated within not only

pandemic: illness, loss of loved ones, economic precarity, and

the environmental movement and environmental sciences, but

overwhelming anxiety, to name just a few. We suspected these

also environmental ethics.3 Second, while our class addressed

effects were not evenly distributed among our students—a
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troubling prediction that emerging and subsequent analyses

creative projects and unexpected synergies between the class-

have sadly upheld. We understood that for some students,

room and the world, as well as the need to be empathetic and

engaging with the contemporary moment through classes and

willing to responsibly adapt our own pedagogies on the fly.

assignments offered a valuable way to process and make sense

We are grateful for the lessons our students have taught us.

5

of what was happening. But for others, doing so meant reliving
ongoing trauma their coursework distracted them from. These
students needed nothing more than not talking about COVID19. For these reasons, we gave students the option of putting
our class in conversation with climate change or coronavirus
in their final assignment.
Yet, as we soon saw in our students’ work, it was hard to think
about one without the other. Most explicitly, scientists and
news media began reporting that the pandemic and associated
economic slowdown resulted in decreased carbon emissions
and industrial pollutants.6 On Twitter, one “sustainability
strategist” actually celebrated human population decline due
to the coronavirus pandemic as a way to reach climate emission targets that have failed through other means.7 In class, we
paused and discussed the racist and misanthropic assumptions
of such arguments. As it turned out, it was our last in-person
class together. It also happened to coincide with the lecture
complicating hagiographies of Aldo Leopold, including his engagement with prominent eugenicists.8 On their own, many
students began wrestling with the shared causes and consequences of COVID-19 and the climate crisis, including capital-

At the end of each semester, most undergraduate work finds
its ending place in dusty piles in our offices or somewhere in
a Google drive in perpetuity. We did not want our students’
work to follow suit. They argue both passionately and insightfully for a better, more just world—a vision we need now, more
than ever.
We became particularly committed to publishing selected
student work after the horrific murder of George Floyd on May
25, 2020, and mass protests against police brutality, violence,
and systemic racism across the United States (and beyond) that
have continued in the months since.9 These movements have
drawn out how intricately connected issues of environmental
ethics, COVID-19, and systemic racism truly are—connections
our students forged in their work earlier that May. Although
not part of the original or revised assignment, the collection
also speaks to this tragedy. Furthermore, when we originally
drafted this Introduction in July 2020—as coronavirus infection rates were again spiking, Black and brown Americans were
dying (and continue to die) disproportionately, temperatures
in the Arctic surpassed one hundred degrees Fahrenheit the

ism, racism, inequality, and pollution.

previous month, and California burned—these creative proj-

We hoped that offering students two formats for their work

changed in the weeks since.

would, frankly, enable them to get something meaningful out
of a final assignment that might otherwise feel like a rote hurdle
at the end of an impossible semester. We hoped that a creative
project—a collage or poem, rap or op-ed, sculpture or spoken
word—would be more engaging and rewarding than a standard

ects became even more timely.10 Unfortunately, that has not

Indeed, one common insight from these
projects is interconnection, entanglement,
and ultimately interdependence.

essay. We wondered if making art or writing poetry or putting
together a presentation for a community group might allow
students to express their emotions, passions, and convictions
in ways traditional papers do not. We also wondered about the
therapeutic value of art and creative expression in challenging,
even overwhelming, times.

Each creative project makes its own contribution, but we
believe the sum of this collection is greater than the parts.
These pieces, when read together, are more powerful thanks
to common concepts and themes. First, as some students note,
the climate and coronavirus crises are, in fact, linked, result-

In the end, the responses were remarkable. We have select-

ing from many of the same processes and histories: capital-

ed the creative work of nine students for this collection: one

ism (Isabella Armas-Leon and Liana Perez); environmental

spoken word piece, two poems, and six works of visual art.

racism and injustice (Darnell Campbell, Jr., and Oderachukwu

Most projects are accompanied by a short essay, which ex-

Ugwu); and inequality (a vital thread that runs through all of

plains the thinking behind the piece. Many of the artists’

the pieces).11 The final assignment’s “two options” therefore

essays are poetic works in their own right. As instructors also

artificially divide intertwined phenomena and interconnected

struggling through the challenges of the current moment, our

ways of understanding both crises through an environmental

students have helped us to better understand the power of

ethics lens.
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Indeed, one common insight from these projects is interconnection, entanglement, and ultimately interdependence—what
Renee Lee calls “interwoven,” the title of her artwork. In different ways, many students emphasize the interconnections
among humans, as well as “between” humans and the natural
world (a grammatical phrase that presumes and reproduces their very separation)—even as some individuals and political leaders increasingly highlight difference.12 As Ugwu
writes, “Simply put, we are ALL in this together. Black, white,
American, Chinese, and even non-human. The health of one
affects the health of all, and this has never been more blatantly
obvious than in the midst of a wildly-infectious zoonotic virus.”

In the end, it was environmental justice
writers from diverse backgrounds and
movements who most inspired our students.

realities of maquiladores, particularly influenced many students and their projects.18 Our students’ mobilization of their
arguments suggests why it is imperative to understand diverse
traditions of environmentalism, listen deeply to environmentalists and climate activists of color in North America and around
the world, and move towards intersectional environmentalism.19
At a time of growing inequality and injustice, we greatly admire
our students’ commitment to equality and justice. As Emily
Muniz puts it, “Real change will come from a shift in power
dynamics and a voice given to those who have been silenced.”
We support their call to recognize our common humanity.
To use Rashke’s words, our students are inspired by love and
reciprocity.
At a time of illness, loss, tragedy, precarity, and uncertainty, these students—and their projects, their ideas, and their
passion—give us hope.20

Another powerful current running through these creative proj-

Dear reader, this is their charge to you.

ects is environmental (in)justice.13 Students highlight multiple forms of social inequality, nationally and globally. As
Julia Dinmore notes, nature enables life. As Campbell writes
in his poem, “Nature is supposed to be pure... [it] is supposed
to be the cure.” Yet environments can be forms of violence—
through dispossession, air and water pollution, urban heat
island effects, lack of healthy food, unequal access to parks
and green space, and more.14 Several of these factors have, in
fact, worsened, even “fueled,” the coronavirus pandemic—for
some people.15 Both natural and human-shaped environments
thus disproportionately threaten many communities of color.
In response, the authors and editors of this collection demand
environmental justice.

Amanda Domingues is a PhD student in science and technology
studies at Cornell University and co-editor of the Society for Social
Studies of Science Backchannels blog on the Global South. She
investigates how archaeologists transform bones into knowledge
about an ancient society and how these practices differ in North
and Latin America.

Rebecca Harrison is a PhD candidate in science and technology
studies at Cornell University. Her research considers how agricultural
biotechnologists are deliberate, ethical actors navigating both
a complex political economy and increasing public concern about
genetic engineering. She works with academic scientists to imagine
a more reflective type of public engagement around their work.

The traditional environmental movement has only begun to recognize and wrestle with its colonial, racist, and anti-immigrant
histories—and, alas, present.16 Eve Hallock pushes environmental activists and scholars to contend with their own complicity in
this history. We recall that early in our semester together, every
single student in the course could identify “Greta” (Thunberg,
notably identified only by her first name) in a photograph, but
not a single student had heard of Autumn Peltier, fifteen-year-

Sara B. Pritchard is Associate Professor in the Department of
Science and Technology Studies at Cornell University, where she
specializes in environmental history and the history of science and
technology. Her current research focuses on the history and politics
of light pollution and scientific research about this issue. Related
research has been published in Environmental History, Journal of
Energy History, the Discard Studies blog, and the Society for the
History of Technology’s “Technology’s Storytellers” podcast.

old chief water commissioner of the Anishinabek Nation in
Canada.17 Yet, in the end, it was environmental justice writers
from diverse backgrounds and movements who most inspired
our students. We note that several scholar-activists of color, including Robert Bullard, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Leah Penniman,
Sheila Watt-Cloutier, and the Mexican worker-anthropologist-filmmakers who documented the socio-environmental
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1. For vital critiques of “decolonizing” courses, disciplines, and higher education, see E. Tuck and K.W. Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1-40,
https://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/des/article/view/18630.
2. For more information about the Haudenosaunee, see “Who We Are,” Haudenosaunee
Confederacy, https://www.haudenosauneeconfederacy.com/who-we-are/, accessed September 5, 2020.
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14. On dispossession, see M.D. Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and
the Making of the National Parks (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). On air pollution
and inequality, see C.W. Tessum, et al., “Inequity in Consumption of Goods and Services
Adds to Racial–Ethnic Disparities in Air Pollution Exposure,” Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences 116, no. 13 (2019): 6001-6, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1818859116.
On water pollution and inequity, see K. Pullen Fedinick, S. Taylor, and M. Roberts, “Watered
Down Justice,” Natural Resources Defense Council Report 19-09-A, September 2019,
https://www.nrdc.org/resources/watered-down-justice. On urban heat island effects, see
M. Anderson, “Racist Housing Practices From The 1930s Linked To Hotter Neighborhoods
Today,” NPR, January 14, 2020, https://www.npr.org/2020/01/14/795961381/racist-housing-practices-from-the-1930s-linked-to-hotter-neighborhoods-today. On food deserts
(also “food apartheid”), see A. Brones, “Food Apartheid: The Root of the Problem with
America’s Groceries,” Guardian, May 15, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/
may/15/food-apartheid-food-deserts-racism-inequality-america-karen-washington-interview. On unequal access to parks and green space, see M. Wen, et al., “Spatial Disparities
in the Distribution of Parks and Green Spaces in the USA,” Annals of Behavioral Medicine : A Publication of the Society of Behavioral Medicine 45, suppl. no. 1 (2013): 18-27,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12160-012-9426-x.
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“Conscious Covid”
ODERACHUKWU ARINZECHUKWU UGWU

I’ve been to many places
And traveled to many spaces
But of all my cases,
Your country’s are filled with the most disgrace
Cause in the US, even a virus will discriminate by race

Comorbidities have made Black bodies my primary resting place
Just face the honest facts
The cost of living’s a little too high when you’re living Black
Can’t afford, to stay home when your work is essential
Can’t afford, life-saving treatment when your life’s inconsequential
The disproportionate infection is not accidental

The corporate invasion of Black neighborhoods and pollution of their air
Has clear implications on their ability, to fight me
Warehouse fumes enter their lungs
To help me kill them off way quicker than guns
Funds of top polluters are so important to you,
You still allow toxic waste and mass deforestation
In the midst of a virus that attacks your respiration
This nation, is so far away from “Restoration”
So far away from making my curve flat
Because you believe it’s okay if it only hurts Blacks
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And although I am your enemy, I must say I don’t encourage that
Because the thing about me is I always turn back
The first shall be the last and the last shall die first
So when I wipe out the Blacks, the whole country is cursed

But truth be told your fate’s been sealed before I landed
It’s too late I’m speaking candid,
But humans are so predictable, it’s just how I planned it
You only care about you, and that’s exactly why I’ve expanded
You saw the death early and you could’ve sent aid
But you saw it was in China so you quickly looked away
Thinking you’d be safe if you just stayed out the way
But that only made it certain I wouldn’t fade away

You’re as strong as the weak and as healthy as the ill
So when you let others die, it’s yourself you’re bound to kill
All health on earth is one, and I will continue to spread,
More loss, more sorrow, more people that’s dead
More tears, lost years, more trauma and strife
Til you get in your head
That the only way to survive is to protect EVERY life
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The Making of
“Conscious Covid”
ODERACHUKWU ARINZECHUKWU UGWU

C

“

onscious Covid” is spoken from the perspective of the
coronavirus itself: mocking, critiquing, and advising
humanity, and particularly pointing to America’s in-

The virus continues to speak about topics like the comorbidi-

ability to contain and eradicate it. The message that the virus

bigger target group. In referring to comorbidities, I establish

expresses to Americans is that the health of one is the health of

that Black Americans have measurable and real health com-

all, and in order to stay healthy, we must demonstrate concern

plications that make them more susceptible to COVID-19 than

and care for the health of all people and life on this planet. I

their white counterparts. I subsequently delve deeper into

explore these ideas by drawing on concepts ranging from envi-

some of the inequalities that may lead to these comorbidities.

ronmental racism to kinship and humanist environmentalism.

Additionally, by highlighting essential workers, I establish the

In the first stanza and throughout the whole poem, COVID-19
speaks to the United States, noting how disgraceful and unsuccessful our response to the virus is. In particular, COVID-

ties that Black people often deal with and the fact that essential
workers are disproportionately Black, making Black people a

fact that Black Americans often work in the most vulnerable
environments due to an inability to afford different jobs or
not working.

19 is disturbed by the drastic racial disparity in the number of

In the third stanza, I delve deeper into environmental racism

people it has been infecting and killing. This stanza sets the

and what the United States is doing to enable it. If the previous

stage for the rest of the poem and demonstrates how racial dis-

stanza is my “what,” this stanza is the “how?” Immediately, I

parity in relation to this virus is so blatant, even the virus has

refer to environmental racism when I note that corporations

to acknowledge it. This is meant to be a comical tool, but also

invade Black neighborhoods and pollute the air. Furthermore,

serves as a form of irony. Even a literal virus is disgusted by

the line, “funds of top polluters are so important to you, / You

the way in which America treats and cares for its own citizens.

still allow toxic waste and mass deforestation,” is directed at

I keep this theme throughout this poem, where it expands in

policy- and law-makers who allow and even encourage envi-

the later stanzas.

ronmental racism. According to Reverend Benjamin Chavis,
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“Environmental racism is racial discrimination in environmental policymaking and the enforcement of regulations and laws,
the deliberate targeting of people of color communities for
toxic waste facilities...”1 In this excerpt, Chavis notes that environmental racism is upheld by policy-makers and often targets
Black communities. This is why I felt it was so important to
speak directly to policy- and law-makers in this stanza, as they
are the ones that allow environmental racism to continue.
The third stanza also deals with greed from corporations who

simply among people, and that struck me as so important. I
continue to think through the relationships between different
groups of people and their environment(s).
Simply put, we are ALL in this together. Black, white, American,
Chinese, and even non-human. The health of one affects the
health of all, and this has never been more blatantly obvious
than in the midst of a wildly infectious zoonotic virus. The only
way to ensure your own survival is by safeguarding the survival
of all living things on Earth.

emit dangerous fumes into nearby communities, oftentimes
unaware of or not caring how they damage both the environment and people. Many of those living in communities affected
by environmental racism don’t realize the ways in which various
companies are harming them until it is too late. But despite
this, companies and lawmakers continue working for economic
purposes. This pattern is reflected in our current situation with
COVID-19; companies push governments to reopen for purely
financial reasons, disregarding the lives they will destroy in the
process. Their selfishness is what perpetuates the problem and
in this stanza, the virus notes this, saying how we will never
“flatten the curve” as long as we are okay with allowing our
fellow Americans to die for the sake of profit. The very nature

Oderachukwu Arinzechukwu Ugwu is a senior at Cornell
University majoring in Biology and Society with a minor in
Global Health. Born in Detroit, Michigan, to Nigerian immigrants,
Oderachukwu is passionate about researching and creating
innovative solutions to address health and educational disparities
around the world. Listen to the author reading of this poem at
www.humansandnature.org/conscious-covid

NOTES
1. Chavis quotation from C.A. Zimring, Clean and White: A History of Environmental Racism
in the United States (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 1.
2. D. Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness
(Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003), 62.

of a virus means that the more people are sick, the more likely
that sickness will be to spread and infect others—even those
who are wealthy and have more access to preventive care.
In the final two stanzas, I focus even more on the idea of “one
health” and the understanding that the more people suffer
from an illness, the more likely they are to spread it to the
healthy—and not only those in the United States, but in the
entire interconnected world. I comment on the delayed U.S.
response to coronavirus by saying, “You saw the death early
and you could’ve sent aid / But you saw it was in China so
you quickly looked away.” These lines illustrate humanity’s
tendency to think only of ourselves and how issues affect us.
This pattern is seen in how the American government is treating Black Americans, as well as in how the U.S. government
treated the rest of the world prior to the virus spreading here.
The poem observes that the United States was cursed to suffer
from coronavirus before the virus even reached it due to our
selfish behavior. This point delves deeper into the concept that
everyone’s health affects one another. I gained inspiration for
this concept from a class lecture on the concept of “companion species”; quoting Donna Haraway, “Then, dog and human
figure out, if only for a minute, how to get on together, how to
move with sheer joy and skill over a hard course, how to communicate, how to be honest.”2 This lecture focused specifically
on the relationships between humans and animals, rather than
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Renee Lee, Interwoven, graphite and ink on paper

22   Renee Lee

MINDING NATURE 13.3

Interwoven:
An Ethical Perspective
on Climate Change
RENEE LEE

A

s pollution continues to fill the planet and temperatures increase, developing new technological tools
and novel scientific research is no longer sufficient to
combat climate change. Ceasing or reversing climate change
must be centered around its ethical aspect. Environmental
ethics embodies the relationship humans hold with the environment from a moral perspective. It allows us to develop the
importance of the land’s relationship with the life it sustains.
The injustices of climate change are embedded within the interconnectivity between humans and the land, and they cannot
be addressed without acknowledging the disproportionate
environmental consequences on minority communities. My
artwork, combined with the ethical readings that inform it,
illustrates the significance of the interdependent nature of
our world.
Interwoven, the accompanying art piece, depicts a basket weave
that represents the interwoven factors of humans, non-human
species, the land, and everything in between. Each “string” in
the weave is supposed to resemble the roots of a tree. All the
roots are intertwined with each other and that creates a strong
support for the tree, which represents all life, to grow. There
are many words that are written on the basket weaves to show
the positive outcomes of an interconnected life. Each factor is
represented as a root because these factors represent the basics
of life in the same way that roots create the foundation of a
tree’s life. Toward the bottom of the drawing, the roots start to
separate because of the injustice suffered by the marginalized
people. The words written between the roots—in red to represent the pain suffered by the marginalized—show the actions
and objects that are untangling the environmental balance. If
we do not address these injustices, the roots will continue to
separate and weaken. Only by recognizing the interconnectedness of all systems will humans understand that there are consequences to our current consumerist lifestyle.

Every system, living and non-living, human and non-human,
is interdependent. Our land was built on the interconnectedness between humans and nature, as exemplified in Robin
Wall Kimmerer’s narrative, “Skywoman Falling.” Kimmerer,
an Indigenous woman who tells the origin story of her people,
depicts how animals sacrificed their lives to help Skywoman
build a land on which not only she but also the animals could
live. In return, Skywoman brought plants for the animals to eat
and inhabit, creating a co-dependent relationship.1 The fate of
the land and humans rest in the hands of each other. In a similar
fashion, each weave of a basket depends on others in order to
form a functioning object. Without one, the entire basket can
fall apart. Similarly, Kimmerer writes, “Food plants and people
act as selective forces on each other’s evolution—the thriving of one in the best interest of the other.”2 Without people
tending plants, the plants’ growth would not be as bountiful,
and without plants, people would not have food to survive.
Although the interconnectivity of different systems is well recognized, this relationship is not only positive; it can also cause
destruction. The pollution humans emit into the environment
is depleting the ozone layer, leading to increasing temperatures
that damage habitats, crop growth, and the weather. These
consequences will eventually harm human bodies through
impacts to their food, water, and air. Damages cannot be isolated. Just as Sheila Watt-Cloutier, an activist advocating for
the cultural rights of the Inuit in the Arctic, describes the Arctic
as “the health barometer for the planet,”3 whatever happens
in one area of the world will affect every other part of it; it is
only a matter of time. Damage in the Arctic is just a preview.
Although it is easy to ignore the toxic fumes coming from
factories that mass produce our products, the damage is still
being done. The effects are not immediate, but if we recognize
the interconnectedness of all systems, we will understand the
importance of reducing pollution. The imagery of the basket
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becoming weaker when one weave is removed also reflects how
the relationship between earth systems is damaged when one
system is targeted.
The way we use our resources should reflect the value of this
relationship with the environment. However, the reality is that
the current state of our environment is very damaged. Although
climate change is a global phenomenon and everyone is affected, there is still a skewed vulnerability. Those who contribute the most pollutant emissions are also typically those with
money. Watt-Cloutier writes that the wealthy can buy their
way out of these dire situations. They are “buying the right to
pollute.”4 They can purchase new houses and move away from
the eroding shorelines, but the less advantaged are not given
this opportunity. They cannot afford to escape.
Certain communities are disproportionately exposed to and
affected by pollution, and the fragility of the environment is
in part caused by the injustices minority groups face. Those
of lower economic status and people of color are overlooked
and ignored. Waste facilities, landfills, and factories are more
likely to be located within or near these communities. The
voices of these communities are silenced by large corporations
and the government, which allows for further environmental
degradation.
The struggle to hear voices from marginalized communities

degraded for the benefit of large corporations. Selfish and materialistic practices are valued more than the fair treatment of
minority communities and their homes. These communities
are oppressed and dismissed.
The problem persists because it is nearly impossible to solve;
these inequalities make it very difficult to find an ideal solution to climate change and climate justice. Without addressing
them, it is impossible to develop a solution that will diminish or reduce the consequences of climate change because silenced communities continue to be mistreated by those with
wealth. We must hold the advantaged accountable. Without
the recognition of this unequal power, the basket will continue to untangle until it is useless in the same way the mistreated environment will eventually become futile to humans. The
mechanism for the future must be “social approbation for right
action: social disapproval for wrong actions.”6 Climate change
can no longer be viewed only from a scientific perspective; we
must take an ethical approach. To have experience is to have
knowledge. Those who are experiencing injustice should be
valued. They are the ones who are weaving the basket—which
represents all systems working in sustainable and healthy relationship—together. Without addressing the factors that are
ripping the basket apart, life as it is meant to be can never be
attained. Environmental injustice must be recognized and addressed before climate change can be fixed.

can be seen in the 2006 film Maquilapolis: City of Factories.
The women living in the neighborhood shown are seen only
as “objects of labor.” They are forced to confront this truth repeatedly; if they ever speak against the corporation, they are
threatened with losing their factory jobs and reminded how
easily they could be replaced.5 By instilling them with this fear,
industries take advantage of these women, treating them and
their land as dispensable, justifying the degradation of their
environment.
My art piece aims to depict this hierarchy in the interconnected relationship that is also shown in the film. Those “roots”

Renee Lee is a senior at Cornell University where she is pursuing
a degree in Food Science and a minor in Nutrition and Health.
Growing up on Long Island, she has always been fascinated with
the environmental impacts of marine life. She hopes to contribute to
developing a sustainable relationship among food, the environment,
and consumers.

NOTES
1. R.W. Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the
Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions, 2013), 4.
2. Ibid., 124.

towards the bottom that are untangled represent the minori-

3. S. Watt-Cloutier, The Right to Be Cold: One Woman’s Fight to Protect the Arctic and Save
the Planet from Climate Change (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018), 205.

ty communities that are continuously targeted and ill-used.

4. Ibid., 214.

Because of this, they are in a vulnerable state that allows for
continuous marginalization. In “The Right To Be Cold,” WattCloutier explains how basic rights—the rights to housing, food,
and ownership—are stripped away. No matter how much these
people want to stand up to corporations, they are still under
their control because they must work for them.
The whole system must undergo reform. Marginalized communities do not deserve to have their homes and backyards
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5. Maquilapolis: City of Factories, directed by V. Funari (San Francisco: California Newsreel,
2006).
6. A. Leopold, “The Land Ethic,” in Environmental Ethics: An Anthology, A. Light and H.
Rolston, III, eds. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003), 46.
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Mothers of Inventions
Found Missing From the
Scientist’s Bookshelf
EVE HALLOCK

Eve M. Hallock, Hey Ms. Green, collage

N

ot everything is shared. Our home planet, our responsibility, and our humanity may be universal,
but our burdens, our understanding, and our sense

bound together in the same story. Whoever you listen to, what-

of shame are not. With this collage, titled Hey Ms. Green, I

the era we now call the Anthropocene, people will believe what

set out to represent an ethical dichotomy of authority and individualism in climate change. However, during the process
everything blended, and the pages leaked into each other,
spawning something much more massive than I had initially
planned. Art is both interdisciplinary and messy in that way,

ever ethical structure influences you, whichever authority you
choose to give power to, at the end of the day, and at the end of
they want to—sometimes regardless of the scientific method,
surpassing money, religion, or culture, beyond hated or loved
politicians and their ineffective policies.
Dissecting the piece right to left, I began with the “Mother

just like science and philosophy; once one connection is made,

of Inventions,” inspired by class readings on feminist theory

the whole world becomes intertwined in an instant. Suddenly

and visuals found from articles about overlooked women in-

race, sex, profession, class, history, species, violence, nature,

ventors and scientists. It is time to pay tribute to authors who

technology, death, garbage, space, materials, and time become

have tirelessly investigated and helped us to understand the
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intersectional injustices in their communities and across the

environmental leaders. Iconic scientists like Dr. Jane Goodall

world. Dr. Robin Wall Kimmerer’s words seem so influential

and Dr. Sylvia Earle are not alone. Old or young, living or re-

that it is now quite difficult to imagine learning ethics or en-

membered, doctorate, Nobel prize, or otherwise—these women

vironmental science without her at the center. I found a small

and many others have dedicated themselves to our collective

clip of her biography in a magazine next to Rachel Carson’s,

future. How do we better honor them all?

and I included them both. Although not a class-inclusive voice,
many know Carson from Silent Spring, which exposed facts
about harmful toxins in our daily lives and by extension, the
daily lives of animals around us.1 Kimmerer is a professor at
SUNY-ESF and author of Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous
Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants.2
Surrounding them are images of greenery, working women
from around the world, and overlooked female AfricanAmerican inventors of U.S. history such as Madam C.J.
Walker, alongside Barbies, computers, a Western-style painting of an Indigenous mother and child, and the weight of the
world itself. In a women’s work-wear catalog I found images of
Black women farming that align with the articles and personal
narratives of Leah Penniman and Dr. Anna Tsing, who expertly correct and expand our historical knowledge of slavery and
the land.3 That magazine may have been advertising overpriced
overalls and tank tops; however, they were advertising inclusion and power, too—at least superficially.
Hey Ms. Green alludes to the imbalance of responsibility that
women bear when it comes to environmental degradation and
climate change. Women must carry so much already, with
women of color bearing the most and enjoying gratitude and
reparations the least. Some women are drawn to cleaning our
Earth and sounding the alarm out of duty and moral obligation, some out of survival and concern for health, maternal instinct, or to reclaim their space, and some simply because they
are experts. Mari Copeny, Vanessa Nakate, Autumn Peltier,
and Greta Thunberg are prominent young women speaking
up about environmental injustice. In film, women are visually
telling impactful stories: the maquiladoras of Tijuana uncover
the scars of electronics manufacturing in Maquilapolis, while in
Blue Vinyl, Judith Helfand commits to an intense investigative

In the middle of the collage lies “The Scientists’ Bookshelf”—or
the authority on the matter—crafted from bits of “clean” versus
“dirty” images of garbage, compost, solar panels, greenhouses, and a diagram of the lifecycle of plastics. Clips from interviews of biologists, environmental science communicators, fact
sheets, and corporate sustainability promises and campaign
logos adorn the clash of images. Around the collage, there are
five “instructions,” none of which quite make sense. If this
were to be a how-to-guide, it would leave the reader jumbled,
unsure of what terms and instructions like sustainability, “a
livable climate,” “energy efficiency,” and “recycle responsibly”
even mean—which is just how many people feel. What is there
to be done? What is left on the bookshelves of scientists and
academics that the public cannot see or use? The headline,
“Podcast blends personal stories, accessible science,” made me
laugh, and then sigh.
On the right rests the discipline of Science & Technology
Studies itself. In honor of every class that teaches us that the
“nature/culture” dichotomy is false, this section is titled, “The
call of the wild, reimagined,” which ironically originated from
a Subaru advertisement. As students of the natural sciences
and environmental humanities, we are left to grapple with the
ethical structures that exist in the world, the academic experts
who teach and advise us, the corporate powers above us, the
institutional rules that bind and direct us, the identities that
affect us and our communities, and the political whims of our
time. Did anyone leave the light on? The light to our generation’s future or the light brought to us by burnt coal or hydropower; I am not sure. Maybe we can connect on “Secular
Humanist Mingle,” a line pulled from The New Yorker, as the
world’s differing environmental ethics divide us even further.

journey of toxic industries.4 Dr. Wangari Maathai, Elizabeth

This section questions and warns individuals of our need for

Kolbert, Rebecca Solnit, and Sheila Watt-Cloutier spent years

democracy and authority for environmental progress. “Show

as established activists and authors. In her book and life’s work,

of Patriotism” is positioned uncomfortably close to “How to

The Right to Be Cold: One Woman’s Fight to Protect the Arctic

Set Off a Plague of Locusts,” another how-to-guide I hope we

and Save the Planet from Climate Change, Watt-Cloutier

learn to reject. A large locust hops between panels, and another

embodies these reasons and more through her personal and

appears in a pot that a woman is stirring on the right. A comic

professional journeys. It would take another set of collages

of a girl hugging a plastic Coca-Cola bottle might be interpreted

to explore the absence of the paternal instinct in the midst of

as patriotic as well. We often show our love for one another and

our crisis, the complexities of ecofeminism, and the deeper

our country by practicing convenient things that kill others,

societal reasons for this trend of female sustainability and

but that will eventually kill us too.

5
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Through collage—or eco-literati mood board—I wanted to
explore individualism and identity in contrast to authority,
which are underlying actors in discourses of environmental
ethics. All art can be interpreted politically, and the environment is one of the biggest dividers today, even though it is a
topic that should unite us. To address the largest and most
central text in the piece: we are increasingly becoming “Heated
Up” in more ways than one. Our fossil “fuelture” does not look
bright. Now is the time to give the Ms. Greens in our lives aid,
to avoid setting off plagues of locusts, and to finally build an
inclusive bookshelf.

Eve M. Hallock is a 2020 graduate of Cornell University with majors
in Environmental Anthropology and Biology & Society with a
minor in Latin American Studies. Her academic passions include
environmental justice and reshaping interactions with nature, and
she would like to become a coastal ecologist someday. She hosted
many collage nights with the campus cooperative living community.

NOTES
1. R. Carson, Silent Spring (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2002).
2. “Faculty and Staff: Environmental and Forest Biology,”
https://www.esf.edu/faculty/kimmerer/; R.W. Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous
Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed
Editions, 2013).
3. L. Penniman, “Black Land Matters,” in Farming While Black: Soul Fire Farm’s Practical
Guide to Liberation on the Land (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2018);
A. Tsing, “Unruly Edges: Mushrooms as Companion Species,” Environmental Humanities 1
(2012): 141-54.
4. Maquilapolis: City of Factories, directed by V. Funari (San Francisco: California Newsreel,
2006); “Blue Vinyl,” directed by D.B. Gold and J. Helfand (Santa Monica, CA: Next Wave
Films, 2002).
5. S. Watt-Cloutier, The Right to Be Cold: One Woman’s Fight to Protect the Arctic and Save
the Planet from Climate Change (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018).
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Darnell Campbell, Jr., White Tree
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Darnell Campbell, Jr., Black Tree

The Two-Sided Tree   29

The Two-Sided Tree
DARNELL CAMPBELL, JR.

A seed planted in the soil that stretches far like a branch
Working as one, a collective, like the soldiers of an ant
In fruition does the side grow that is exposed to the sun
And it’s the other side of the tree, full of shade, feeling
that its growth is done

The dichotomy of disparity isn’t the same
Nature is supposed to be pure
Full of camaraderie and growth
Instead one side changes fast
while the other changes slow

Nature is supposed to be the cure
Not divisive, nor discriminatory
Instead one side is damaged
while the other seeks eternal glory

One drop of the elixir of life would prove best for both
But equality doesn’t live when one side wants to
experience a bigger growth

What I’m talking about isn’t false
Not a tale, story, or fiction
What I’m referring to is environmental racism
And the result on the minority neighborhood condition
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Bullard was clear in listing the results,
The fundamental difference of the three
Procedural, geographic, and social
The compromised types of unjust equity

Fairness in policy is nonexistent and homes are too
close to environmental hazards
The social sphere is filled with constructs, such as
politics, race, and all the things that don’t matter

Bullard hoped that this injustice would be answered
With just five simple steps
The first is environmental protection
And the last is to reduce inequities that we must accept

The purpose of this piece was to show the consequences
that Black and Brown families must face
Racial tension, health problems, socioeconomic
disparities, and all
Are things that didn’t grow naturally but were put in place

Environmental racism, injustice, and human rights,
Things that affect a certain group of people

Lead to the greater problem of climate change and
injustice and deliver a dosage that is lethal
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If we continue to disregard the environmental
discrimination placed on others

Then we can’t as community fully understand how the
fight for climate change can be recovered

Bullard1 wasn’t the only one who tried to understand
There were multiple brave others
Specifically Carrington and Penniman

Carrington2 focused mostly on climate change
Through the phrase of climate apartheid
He formed a connection between climate change, poverty, race
And the many other consequences that arise

Carrington knew that the impacts of climate crises
exacerbated divisions
And our current trajectory isn’t the answer
The lack of adequate policy reform for every individual
Will begin to eat away at our community like a cancer

Penniman3 had an interesting start
Being amongst the few black farmers around
But she soon reminded
That our ancestors connected with agriculture in the past,
and this was our stomping grounds
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She aligned her passion with her interest
Although the majority of her colleagues were white
Her answer was land ethic with a social justice mission
And the implementation of better policy was her fight

She mentions how racism seeped into the food system of
the United States
And as a result became known as food apartheid
The inability to get food that can reduce diet-illness,
another human right denied

Bullard, Carrington, and Penniman
All describe one important connection
Wealth and access
An interesting concept that can no longer be used as a
weapon

Although Black and Brown families will be the first to
feel the harmful effects of environmental injustice it
won’t stop there

The connection to climate change and climate justice is
too grand, and it will lead to world-wide scare

The Two-Sided Tree   33

We must listen to the facts
And find solutions to these
problems
Policy and awareness must be our
goal
To ensure our tree of life
blossoms

Instead of taking space
And garnering all resources to
oneself
Be selfless and sympathetic
To the people who deserve the
right to good health

Darnell Campbell, Jr. is a senior at Cornell University majoring in
Sociology. He is a member of ΑΦΑ Alpha Chapter and a varsity
athlete. In 2018, Darnell was awarded the The Black McDonald’s
Operators Association of Chicagoland and Northwest Indiana
Scholarship, which “recognizes students who have demonstrated
academic excellence, leadership, and determination.”
1. R. Bullard, “Overcoming Racism in Environmental Decision Making,” in Environmental
Ethics: Readings in Theory and Application, 5th ed., Louis P. Pojman and Paul Pojman, eds.
(Wadsworth Publishing, 2007), 644–659.
2. D. Carrington, “‘Climate apartheid’: UN expert says human rights may not survive,” The
Guardian, June 25, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jun/25/climateapartheid-united-nations-expert-says-human-rights-may-not-survive-crisis.
3. L. Penniman, “Black Land Matters,” in Farming While Black: Soul Fire Farm’s Practical
Guide to Liberation on the Land (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2018):
1–10.
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From Grave to Cradle:
Hope and Justice in the
Anthropocene
RASHKE

Y

ou know you are dreaming, but this place still feels
important somehow. You move up the step. Sunlight
streams through the black wire canopy that arcs over-

Dramatic vision aside, I don’t think of myself as a particularly

head, the rays reflecting wildly off the orange pillars that hold

imperfect telling of the truth I am trying to share. But if I have

the structure together. You move closer to one of the pillars

learned anything from this year, it is that fear is not reason

and recognize that it is made out of medication bottles, like the

enough to avoid action. From Grave to Cradle is my attempt

ones that litter your bathroom from a year of taking antide-

to create a physical form of this vision to share with all of you.

pressants. The black wire spiraling around this pillar has split
its plastic casing. It’s useless at this point, nothing more than
trash. Or is it? You trace your eyes back up along the wires.
They form a protective structure, an alcove sheltered from the
loud and noisy world. At the very center of the canopy, there
hangs a paper cut-out heart. It twists peacefully, reminding
you almost of a baby mobile over a crib. Underneath that, you
notice a small, white circle. You lean over to see inside the
shallow lip.

talented artist. I love symbolism and unexpected materials, but
I usually keep my creations to myself for fear that they are an

The name, which plays on the expression “from cradle to
grave,” is created from what is more or less trash. The top of an
old shoebox, medication bottles, and broken laptop chargers
become a “nursery” for propagating baby plants. This is a story
of rebirth.
It is a story of protection, too. The structure surrounds the baby
plant, as if blocking it from harm. The materials themselves are
things that have been protective for me, as someone who has
experienced mental health struggles. The medication bottles

A baby spider plant rests inside.

are, as mentioned, from my antidepressants, and the laptop

There’s something important there, but you’re not quite sure

chargers represent connection—the times people have stayed

what it is. As you turn to leave, you notice that there are words

up late texting me and making sure I am okay. These materials

scrawled over and over across the black cardboard floor. “I will

are reminders of community and care. And, of course, there is

still hope.”

the written message: “I will still hope.”
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This vision is not anything new. It has been told many times
before. In her book, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous
Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teaching of Plants,
Robin Wall Kimmerer relates the story of the three sisters:
Together their stems inscribe what looks to me like a blueprint for the world, a map of balance and harmony. The
corn stands eight feet tall... the bean twines around the
corn stalk, weaving itself between the leaves of corn, never
interfering with their work.... Spread around the feet of
corn and beans is a carpet of big broad squash leaves... the
organic symmetry of forms belong together; the placement
of every leaf, the harmony of shapes speak their message.
Respect one another, support one another, bring your gift
to the world and receive the gifts of others, and there will
be enough for all.1
Learning from the three sisters, I see that the story I am trying
to share is also about reciprocity. The medication bottles stack
on top of one another like corn stalks, while the wires run over
them like the vines of beans, and the cardboard spreads at their
feet like the young squash. It is only with the three of them that
the structure stands.
Rebirth, protection, reciprocity. These three ideas are reminders that we can still build from where we are today. We have not
lost our chance to forge a healthy relationship with our land—
yet. Humanist environmental ethics reminds us to have hope
in our fight against climate change and to uphold its vision of a
more equitable world for all.
What is humanist environmentalism? William Cronon lays out
the major principles in his “Summary of Ten Theses Toward
a Humanist Environmentalism.” One of the more important
points is Thesis 8, which says that “betting on apocalypse is
[a] high-stakes gamble... an awful lot of nature and an awful
lot of people are going to die before environmental disas-

our taking responsibility.3 Today, as we sit at the edge of the
climate crisis, acting and taking responsibility is more obviously urgent in our daily lives than in Golding’s time. But there
are still efforts we must make that we will not directly benefit
from, which may be difficult and require us to give things up.
This means that there has to be something that motivates us
beyond our own immediate situation. We have to act from a
labor of love.
But how do we do that? In the face of inequity, violence, and
apathy, how do we keep hope that “love” will be enough?
Rebecca Solnit, writing for The Guardian, says: “It is important to say what hope is not: it is not the belief that everything
was, is or will be fine. The evidence is all around us of tremendous suffering and destruction. The hope I am interested in is
about broad perspectives with specific possibilities, ones that
invite or demand that we act.”4
I, too, find hope in our “specific possibilities.” I see hope in the
water protectors that stopped the Dakota Access Pipeline, in
the increase of mutual aid during the coronavirus crisis, and in
the uprisings against police brutality. We will continue rising
up. We will provide one another with community care. With
love and reciprocity, we will protect our planet and rebuild
our broken systems. In our actions, we seed our hope for a
better world.

Rashke (she/they) is a senior at Cornell University majoring in
Biology and Society. They are an advocate for campus mental health
and a member of the marching band. In the future, they hope to
continue their activism as a physician advocate for climate action.

NOTES
1. R.W. Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the
Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions, 2013), 131-32.
2. W. Cronon, “Summary of Ten Theses toward a Humanist Environmentalism” (unpublished,
undated).

ter solves our problems.”2 In other words, it is unacceptable

3. M. Golding, “Obligations to Future Generations,” The Monist 56, no. 1 (1972): 85-99.

to just let the climate crisis run its course. Thesis 9 lays out

4. R. Solnit, “Hope Is the Embrace of the Unknown,” The Guardian, July 15, 2016, https://
www.theguardian.com/books/2016/jul/15/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark-new-essay-embrace-unknown.

the values in the spirit of which environmentalism must act.
These include social justice, community, love, beauty, and joy.
Environmentalism, therefore, cannot only be about nature, but
also must be about us humans in our relationships with one
another and the natural world.
This sounds simple in Cronon’s words, but, so far, humans have
not proved that we are up for the challenge. In “Obligations
to Future Generations,” author Martin Golding recognizes
that part of the challenge we face in motivating people to act
is that we, alive today, cannot expect to receive benefits from

From Grave to Cradle: Hope and Justice in the Anthropocene    37

Through the Cracks:
Climate Change through
a Climate Justice Lens
ISABELLA ARMAS-LEON

A

s we quickly approach an environmental threshold
of irreversible consequences, climate change discussions are more prevalent than ever. Yet the margin-

alized people who are most often impacted by the detrimental effects of climate change remain vastly underrepresented.
Through environmental ethics texts, we can deconstruct the
intricate relationship between nature and humanity to understand our impact on Earth more thoroughly. In Through the
Cracks, I demonstrate that climate change and climate justice
are intricately interconnected; I suggest that climate change
and climate justice can be better understood by examining
Indigenous perspectives and critiquing modern consumer-

humans and the environment due to modern elements—like
consumerism, capitalism, and corporate greed—that endanger
the possibility of harmonious coexistence.
Although traditional ecological knowledge and indigenous perspectives are historically overlooked in Western environmental
ethics, they offer exceptional insight into the entangled relationship between humans and nature. Robin Wall Kimmerer,
an indigenous scientist who weaves her experiences together in
her writing, tells the original story, “Skywoman Falling,” in her
book, Braiding Sweetgrass. This creation legend chronicles
the dawn of humanity and illustrates the interdependence of
humans and nature. Skywoman, the first human on Earth, de-

ist society. My artwork depicts the Native American story of

scends from the sky pregnant with the future of humanity and

Skywoman as a symbol of interconnectedness and minority

is welcomed by wildlife to collaboratively turn the Earth into

voices. Its cracks represent the fractured relationship between

a home. Kimmerer describes a synergetic relationship where
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Isabella Armas-Leon, Through the Cracks, digital illustration

both humans and non-humans experience a sense of con-

change conversations and highlighting the need for authentic

sciousness as they develop the environment. I use Skywoman’s

minority voices. As an Inuit battling for her people’s rights to

arrival in my art piece to represent the interdependent connec-

a safe environment, Watt-Cloutier emphasizes the dispropor-

tions between humans and nature, and the sense of “responsi-

tionate impacts of global warming on her community despite

bility that flows between humans and the earth.”1

their minimal carbon footprint. For example, she discusses the

Yet interconnectedness is not only positive; it can also cause
reckless actions to be felt more strongly by those least responsible. Sheila Watt-Cloutier’s book, The Right To Be Cold,
offers personal anecdotes about the adverse impacts of climate
change on her Indigenous Inuit Arctic community. The idea
of interconnectivity is present in her introduction, where she

consequences of persistent organic pollutants on Inuit society,
as chemicals and heavy metals used by the rest of the world end
up highly concentrated in Inuit diets. With this, Watt-Cloutier
warns that while these threats to health and culture might only
be affecting the Arctic now, these consequences are the future
for all of us.

claims that “everything is connected through our common at-

Echoing Watt-Cloutier’s experiences is the film Awake: A

mosphere, not to mention our common spirit and humanity.

Dream on Standing Rock. Directed by Josh Fox and others,

What affects one affects us all.” Thus, she dedicates her book,

the 2017 film documents the peaceful protests of the Standing

along with her life, to advocating for human rights in climate

Rock Nation against the Dakota Access Pipeline, or the “black

2
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snake” that would run crude oil under the Missouri River and
through native lands. The footage shows the attempts to violently silence native voices with massive police repression and
their passionate cries to resist not only the oil industry but all
corporate power that endangers humans and the environment.

Isabella Armas-Leon is a senior at Cornell University pursuing
a double major in Communication and Biology and Society. Her
interest in science communication and sustainability, along with her
Venezuelan roots, have led her to think about environmental ethics
and the ways that science can become more equitable.

Talking about the social and environmental consequences of
oil drilling on the Earth, one of the protesters explains, “That’s
the thing. Climate change isn’t just about the Earth; isn’t just
about the environment. Climate change is about our relationship to each other and how we treat each other, and it’s about
climate justice. That’s what it’s about. Justice.”3 In my art piece,
the deep injustices and suffering embedded in climate change
are illustrated by the blackness in the cracks. Like the threats
that hide in the darkness of a crack, abuses of power are often
hidden in the shadows, and inequity rarely comes to light.
Similarly, Maquilapolis: City of Factories exemplifies the
unequal distribution of costs and benefits of our consumerist
system . Directed by Funari and de la Torre, the 2006 film chronicles the exploitative ways in which wealthy consumers and
corporations benefit from large production factories, known
as maquiladoras, while poor Mexican women and surrounding communities bear their toxic burdens without reaping any
of the benefits of such work. The film shows the poor working
conditions of vulnerable women, often single mothers, as they
advocate for fundamental human rights and protection against
toxic waste and pollution. Overall, the theme of corporations’
blatant disregard for human life is highly visible in the film and
portrayed as the cause of the cracks in my art piece. Stories like
Maquilapolis are all too common in this world and accentuate
the inhumane yet silent ways that bodies of color continue to
bear the hardships of other people’s thoughtless actions.
Consequently, climate justice brings us to the root of the issue,
the environmental recklessness propagated by a capitalist,
consumerist society. As corporate greed and avid consumers
heighten the pressure on Earth’s finite resources, the devastating consequences of a materialist economy are felt disproportionately throughout the world. The only way to effectively
address climate change is to include and amplify the minority
voices already doing this work; a climate justice frame, which
considers not just the physical environment but also the sociopolitical one, allows us to do this. To find a sustainable path
forward, we must let go of materialistic values and adopt conscientious practices, not just for us but for future generations.
Like Kimmerer states, “For all of us, becoming indigenous to
a place means living as if your children’s future mattered, to
take care of the land as if our lives, both material and spiritual,
depended on it.”5
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“Mother Nature Knows Best”
JULIA DINMORE

It’s easy when I’m running to get lost among the sound
Legs pumping, breath huffing
Feet rhythmically pound the ground

It’s easy to be hypnotized by gravel down below
Spraying rocks across the trail
Down to where the river flows

It’s easy for my thoughts to consume my waking mind
As I think of what to do
Or reflect on humankind

It’s easy to forget about what’s going on around me
Head down and dreaming far away
Carefree, momentarily

Rhythm stutters
Bubble bursts
Reality floods everything

Chipmunks dance and branches sway
River gurgling while children play
The clouds fly low in mottled gray
And the sun shines shyly at the dusk of day
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Look closer and perhaps you’ll see
The poorly hidden gravity
Masks on children’s faces
Worry in their parents’ eyes
6-foot distance kept between each and every passerby

Each one within their bubble as they swim amongst their thoughts
Wondering what’s happened and what “gifts” the present’s brought…

Two weeks more of isolation?
More mandates by the state?
Quarantine for the whole nation
As the summer lays in waste?
Mutation on mutation?
An endless tide of death?
Uncertainty yet certain this could be our final test

It’s nature that allows us to live, love and survive
And it’s nature that destroys us
And it’s nature that provides
Yet with greed feeding our actions
It’s nature who deprives

It’s easiest to blame her
Claim the virus as our killer
But our own response is tainted
Though we place it on a pillar
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A pillar crushing anyone too weak to climb on top
A pillar built upon the spines of those who plant our crops
A pillar dripping alcohol in wounds oozing with desperation
As we hoard and keep and save ourselves
With unearned indignation
Entitled and indifferent
We forget we are a nation

A nation… united?
Under God?
Indivisible?
With liberty?
And justice?
For all?

These days it seems division defines us through and through
Liberty and justice exist for just a few

Money-hungry and obsessed
We take without regard
Too concerned with filling pockets
And swiping black bank cards
To worry about people who are struggling and scarred

But we have what we want
So who’s to say we should reform?
Lounging in luxury’s lap
It’s all too easy to ignore

“Mother Nature Knows Best”    43

Ignore our fellow humans as they pray above for help
Ignore them though we could be doing so much more to help
Deny them our assistance though it’d be simple to help
Deny them their existence though sometimes we all need help
Deny them their existence
Sometimes we all need help

Deny them their existence
We
All
Need
Help…

For now, I’ll just keep running
In circles, I suppose
Because though everything is changing
We are happy to oppose

Embrace the new beginnings
It’s time to start afresh
Prosperity can persevere…
Nature, she knows best.
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Mother Nature
Knows Best: Progress
Post-Pandemic
JULIA DINMORE

T

he United States of America’s reaction to COVID-19
demonstrates that we as a nation were not only unprepared for a crisis of this nature and scale, but we also

continue to unabashedly grasp for the highest rung on the capi-

prioritize the health and wellness of certain groups of people

promises success and happiness. Not only does such perpetual

above others. The systemic racism built into the very roots of

greediness feed our systemic issues and slowly rot our society

our nation has grown and blossomed into a society that idoliz-

from the inside out, but it also jeopardizes our survival as a

es the rich, famous, and powerful while demonizing the poor
and powerless, a group that (not coincidentally) encompasses a large portion of the racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities
in the United States. U.S. citizens who gather in a park on the
Upper West Side despite social distancing mandates receive
masks from policemen patrolling nearby, while U.S. citizens
in Harlem are locked out of parks and avoid stepping outside
for fear of the police brutality they might face. This disparity
is nothing new for us, and yet it took the murders of George
Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless others to open the nation’s eyes to the undeniable atrocities committed against

talistic ladder upon which our society sits, kicking and pushing
each other off in an effort to reach the mythical summit that

species and prioritizes money and so-called success over the
health and wellness of our planet and our people. To address
this pandemic effectively and morally, we must shift to a
society in which we propel one another forward by emphasizing the interest of the collective over the interest of the singular, using nature and humanist environmentalism as examples
from which we can learn to grow together and ultimately heal.
In writing the poem, “Mother Nature Knows Best,” I sought to
highlight nature’s harmonic beauty by contrasting it with the
discord that plagues our society: an uneasiness that has been
uncovered and exacerbated by our response to the current pan-

Black people and other marginalized communities every single

demic crisis. I describe the effortless beauty of my surroundings

day. Despite the steady progress of the Black Lives Matter

as I run down a nature trail: “chipmunks dance and branches

movement, our overall national situation only worsens as we

sway/ River gurgling while children play/ The clouds fly low
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in mottled gray/ And the sun shines shyly at the dusk of day”

both indigenous and scientific knowledge to create programs

(lines 16-19). However, among the harmony, chaos lurks. Fear

that support a more sustainable world; Kimmerer reflects

fed by the looming threat of the pandemic sullies the other-

this mission in her writing.2 Her chapter, “The Three Sisters,”

wise peaceful day as children play with masked faces, worried

shines a light on the wisdom that nature offers if one simply

parents hover nearby, and a “6-foot distance [is] kept between

takes the time to observe and understand. She poetically out-

each and every passerby” (line 24). In the tenth and eleventh

lines the symbiotic relationships among beans, pumpkins, and

stanzas, I transition from describing the tangible impact of the

corn, highlighting the importance of unity and emphasizing

pandemic and dive into the more invisible repercussions—such

how working “together... [is] greater than alone.”3 Kimmerer

as unemployment and skewed healthcare—that have taken a

actively learns from the plants and how they “feed the people,

toll on the welfare of many U.S. citizens.

feed the land, and feed our imaginations, telling us how we

While “it’s easiest to blame her,” meaning nature, the true
culprit is how we as a nation have responded to the challenge
of living in the age of COVID-19. We “claim the virus as our
killer/ but our own response is tainted/ though we place it on a
pillar,” suggesting that our leaders and many of us citizens are
content to ignore our failures in how we have reacted to this
catastrophe (lines 40-42). We are content to place the blame
on anyone and anything but ourselves, demonizing Asian and
Asian-American communities and attributing our precarious situation to the carelessness of others, the ruthlessness
of a killer virus, and nature’s harsh brutality. In doing so, we
relieve ourselves of responsibility and leave fate in the hands

might live.”4 The three sisters do more than symbolize; they
teach, leading by example by providing us a glimpse of the potential harmony that might be achieved when selfishness and
greed exit the equation. The beans, pumpkins, and corn share
sunlight, soil, and resources, and they serve as foundations
and support for one another, simultaneously giving, taking,
and flourishing. On the other hand, in our capitalistic society,
one thrives by taking as much as one can get for oneself and
hoarding it. These days, people lucky enough to catch a ray of
sunshine use it to grow tall and broad above the rest, blocking sunlight, stealing the first sweet raindrops and suffocating
those below with their thirsty roots.

of nature—or so we say. In reality, we leave fate in the hands of

William Cronon, a well-renowned environmental historian,

privilege, for those atop the pillar hold the strings from inside

also engages with the intersection between human culture and

their mansions and observe from afar as fellow humans scram-

nature in many of his works. Cronon’s “Summary of Ten Theses

ble in the distance, desperate for help that could be so easily

toward a Humanist Environmentalism” points out that pro-

given but is more often hoarded. Ravenous greed is no new

tecting nature “is fundamentally about changing culture,” and

phenomenon, and its repercussions manifest in countless ways

in order to protect nature, “we must honor human values and

outside our response to this pandemic. COVID-19 has saturat-

human cultures.”5 Cronon highlights this delicate balance, em-

ed the media and exposed the United States’ shortcomings,

phasizing that we must heal our culture before we can heal the

and yet the country’s disregard for underprivileged communi-

planet. While “humanist environmentalism strives to protect

ties has been the norm for a long time. The hardships of the

nature absolutely,” it also stands for “equally important values,

brutalized Black community, the demonized Asian community,

which include responsible use, social justice, democracy, fair-

and so many more stand in stark contrast to the world we like

ness, tolerance, community, generosity, forgiveness of the

to believe we live in. We have a tendency to deny the ugly truth

other and ourselves, love, humane living.”6 Addressing the sys-

and instead focus on the easy-to-swallow facade of a harmoni-

temic racism and prejudice built into the United States’ politi-

ous society, “with liberty and justice for all.”

cal system is the first step in healing the deep divisions within

Although the future seems grim, the final stanza of the poem

our society that have been so exacerbated by the pandemic.

provides a glimmer of hope by circling back to the begin-

Thankfully, we can find solace in the fact that there are many

ning and echoing the title, “Mother Nature Knows Best.”

thoughtful people in the world trying to change the tide and

The sentiment of this final stanza that “prosperity can perse-

nudge society in a healthier direction. Cronon and Kimmerer’s

vere” and that nature displays this truth better than anything

writings serve as one example of such humanitarian efforts,

stems from Robin Wall Kimmerer’s insightful book, Braiding
Sweetgrass.1 A distinguished Professor at the SUNY College of

while leaders of the Black Lives Matter movement and citi-

Environmental Science and Forestry in Syracuse, New York,

important welfare programs provide real-time examples. To

Kimmerer is also the founding Director of the Center for Native

heal the world, we must first address our own societal issues,

Peoples and the Environment. The Center aims to draw on

and to address our issues, we must look beyond ourselves for

46   Julia Dinmore

zens working to increase awareness and funnel resources into

MINDING NATURE 13.3

guidance. Nature has prospered since the beginning of time,
and it will continue to prosper beyond the existence of humanity. We look to successful business people as examples of how
to climb the corporate ladder; we look to professional athletes
as examples of how to persevere in the face of physical and
mental adversity; we look to teachers and loved ones as examples of how to live healthy and informed lives. If we all desire
to live in a world in which everyone prospers and lives healthy,
happy, fulfilling lives, then why not look to nature, whose delicate balance of life and death has stood the test of time and
proven not only bountiful but prosperous and everlasting? We
are constantly tested, facing challenges and overcoming them
even in the most unprecedented of circumstances. COVID-19
is putting us to the test once again, exposing and widening our
cracks, threatening to break us as our weak foundation crumbles. It is time to “embrace the new beginnings” and “start
afresh” by rebuilding a modern foundation built upon mutual
cultural respect, empathetic humanity, and the values that we
observe within nature (line 82). At the end of the day, Mother
Nature truly does know best.

Julia Dinmore is a student in the College of Arts and Sciences
at Cornell University, studying Biology and Society and Spanish.
Hailing from the Sourland Mountain Region of New Jersey, she
enjoys bike riding, playing tennis, reading, and writing. She hopes
to use writing in her future career as a vessel for positive and
productive change.

NOTES
1. R.W. Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the
Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions, 2013), 84.
2. “Faculty and Staff: Environmental and Forest Biology,”
https://www.esf.edu/faculty/kimmerer/.
3. Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 138.
4. Ibid., 129.
5. W. Cronon, “Summary of Ten Theses toward a Humanist Environmentalism” (unpublished,
undated).
6. Ibid.
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Liana Perez, As We Take, acrylic on canvas board
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Capitalism: The Root
Cause of Climate Injustice
LIANA PEREZ

M

y painting, As We Take, depicts how the current
system of capitalism is inherently unjust as it causes
disproportionate environmental impacts on communities and populations resulting from disparities in race and
socioeconomic status. The elements of the painting represent
the burden of consumerism put on marginalized communities,
while wealthier and more privileged populations reap the benefits through profit and consumption. These two communities
are represented through the hands painted near the bottom and
the top of the painting. The skin color of these hands call to mind
the racial disparities brought about from a system built on capitalism. Peter Wenz, a professor of philosophy at the University
of Illinois, writes about these burdens through discussing locally
undesirable land uses in his article, “Just Garbage: The Problem
of Environmental Racism.” His paper touches on how the capitalist market that bases the allocation of goods and services on
how wealth is distributed creates a disproportionate burden of
locally undesirable land uses on lower income communities.1
These types of land uses involve factories, landfills, incinerators, smelters, refineries, and chemical plants that create toxic
by-products, impacting the health of neighboring residents.
In my painting these polluting industries are represented in the
bottom half of the piece through a factory producing air pollution and barrels of oil leaking down towards the ocean. The
depicted neighborhoods near these elements look dark and
barren. As one’s eyes move up the piece, the painting becomes
more colorful with thriving and unpolluted natural features,
such as flourishing trees and a waterfall. The differences from
the bottom to the top of the piece show that the consumption of
natural resources has a significant impact on the less privileged
communities, while the wealthier communities thrive economically, which is represented by the bright metropolis on top of
a green hill.

Overconsumption due to capitalism has created the demand
for these polluting industries that contribute to climate change.
Wenz writes that “toxins are released into the environment in
greater quantities now than ever before because we now have a
consumer-oriented society where the acquisition, use and disposal of individually owned items is greatly desired.”2 Society
deems the consumption of material goods valuable, thus allowing for the toxic waste by-products created along with these
goods. The current economic system places these polluting
production sites by cheaper land where lower income families
live, as there is less of a social wealth loss. Our current societal
system values economic gain more than citizens’ health.
My painting illustrates how capitalism provides disproportionate advantages for white individuals of higher socioeconomic
status. At the top of the painting the lighter skinned hand is
grabbing at the green pasture, while the darker skin hands hold
out the Earth in the form of an offering. The more privileged
communities of higher economic status that are mainly white
are able to directly gain resources from the land, while lower
income communities of color are not given access or education on these resources. This disparity is shown with the lighter
skinned hand on top taking these natural resources that only
they have access to higher up in the painting. Robert Bullard,
a professor of sociology and a leading voice in the environmental justice movement, writes about these disproportionate
impacts. In “Overcoming Racism in Environmental Decision
Making,” Bullard says that under the current norms, “low-income and minority communities continue to bear greater
health and environmental burdens, while the more affluent
and whites receive the bulk of the benefits.”3 These industries
disproportionately impact lower income communities of color
through toxic waste, resource contamination, and land depletion. The consumer demand for new technological goods has
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led companies to find cheaper labor in poorer communities.
The toxic waste is illegally dumped in the sewers and waterways that then poison the surrounding communities.4 The
workers are not earning high enough wages to afford the goods
that they produce at the facilities, even though they are the
ones most affected by their production.5 The darker skinned
hand at the bottom is offering its own natural resources to
show how lower income communities of color have their land
contaminated or taken in exchange for income to survive the
capitalistic and consumer-oriented society.
If these burdens of capitalism were fairly put on those who
receive the most benefits, consumption demand would undoubtedly decrease. Wenz writes that “when people of wealth,
who exercise control of manufacturing processes, marketing
campaigns, and media coverage, are themselves threatened
disproportionately by toxic hazards, the culture will evolve
quickly to find the production largely unnecessary.”6 If polluting facilities were moved to privileged neighborhoods, wealthier people would need to live with the dangers that they are
creating through their overconsumption. Consumers are not
directly impacted by these dangers that less privileged communities are exposed to, so there is no incentive to reduce consumption in the current system. Since economic power prevents wealthier people from having to consider the health of
poorer populations, governmental policies are the only way to
limit the burdens.
Unfortunately, affected communities—already burdened with
health issues from industrial pollution—are less likely to be
protected by enacted policies and governments’ response to
climate change.7 Poor communities of color are hit with what
Bullard calls a “double whammy” as they suffer from larger
health threats and less governmental protection.8 But govern-

they are given permits. Environmental justice requires that
the burden of proof that operations are not disproportionately
impacting minorities or lower socioeconomic communities be
shifted to the polluting industries.
Climate change and environmental degradation correspond
with climate injustice, as it puts poorer populations of color at
risk for rising seas, harsher weather, and less access to resources. Even if communities are able to move away from the health
threats of polluting facilities, there is still damage continued
on the environment. Chemical and industrial plants can buy
out residents through secret settlement agreements, to prevent
any public scrutiny or disclosure of harm so they can keep producing goods.10 The capitalist goals of economic growth and
consumption will continue to fuel atmospheric pollution and
environmental degradation. Marginalized communities are the
first to face the harmful impacts of climate change. Even if they
are no longer being directly impacted by a nearby facility, sea
levels are rising and irregular natural disasters are occurring,
while the wealthy are able to escape these impacts. The polluted ocean on the bottom of the painting reminds the audience
of these burdens of climate change. My painting illustrates how
the disproportionate environmental impacts on marginalized
communities will continue to exist in our capitalist system.
Economic growth through overconsumption is inherent within
capitalism, thus environmental justice cannot be completely
accomplished as long as capitalism remains dominant.

Liana Perez is a senior at Cornell University, majoring in Environment
and Sustainability with a concentration in the Environmental
Humanities and a minor in Climate Change. Having grown up in
New York City and witnessed major environmental inefficiencies,
Liana hopes to work with urban communities to achieve
climate justice.

ment action can actually create or worsen these environmental
inequalities. The stricter environmental regulations have led

NOTES

toxic polluting facilities to move toward these marginalized

1. P.S. Wenz, “Just Garbage: The Problem of Environmental Racism,” in Environmental Ethics: Readings in Theory and Application, fifth ed., L.P. Pojman and P. Pojman, eds. (Belmont,
CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 2007), 668.

communities specifically because it is easier to get permits for
these less commercial neighborhoods.

2. Ibid., 669.

With the environmental injustice of human health traded for
economic gain represented in my painting, the burden of proof
lands on the victims rather than the polluting industry. This
9

unequal enforcement is institutionalized within the current en-

3. R. Bullard, “Overcoming Racism in Environmental Decision Making,” in Environmental
Ethics, fifth ed., Pojman and Pojman, eds., 644-56, at 644.
4. Ibid., 652.
5. Maquilapolis: City of Factories, directed by V. Funari (San Francisco: California Newsreel,
2006).

vironmental protection system. These marginalized communi-

6. Wenz, ”Just Garbage,” 674.

ties need to spend resources on compiling evidence that they

7. Bullard, “Overcoming Racism in Environmental Decision Making,” 645.

are being harmed or disproportionately affected. Instead, gov-

8. Ibid., 649.

ernments should mandate large corporations to provide proof

9. Wenz, “Just Garbage,” 644.

that their production does not emit toxic substances before

10. Bullard, “Overcoming Racism in Environmental Decision Making,” 655.
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Reflections on Nightmare
in Paradise
EMILY MUNIZ

Emily Muniz, Nightmare in Paradise, mixed media collage

C

arbon emissions are drastically lower due to the global
coronavirus pandemic. Why? Because sheltering in
place has limited some people’s ability to consume

and travel, proving that human consumption has the greatest
impact on climate change. Americans have been brainwashed
by the belief that consumption is necessary, which has blinded
them to the injustices climate change has imposed upon marginalized groups. This collage, Nightmare in Paradise, shows

THE BOUNTY OF MORE

The left panel in my piece shows beautiful landscapes of some
of the most picturesque places on Earth. Offsetting those
images are people working and not looking too pleased about
it. These pictures show how wilderness came to be viewed as an
escape, and the implications that viewpoint would create. The
Wilderness Act of 1964 was meant to protect the wilderness for
its aesthetic importance, closely tied to the creation of National

three pieces of the puzzle: the behavior that promotes climate

Parks and other protected areas. Wilderness quickly became

change; who is unjustly impacted by this behavior; and how

a “romantic sublime” valued for its frontier nostalgia and

this behavior can be corrected.

ability to create an escape for those burdened by the troubles

Reflections on Nightmare in Paradise    51

of society. The solution to escaping work, peers, reality? Going

imposed on those in the middle, while remaining ignorant that

places! Carbon emissions (the prime climate change culprit)

their way of life is in no way “green.”

skyrocket as people travel and seek to escape their current conditions. This is shown through the manipulated text that reads:
“Three billion years carbon footprint in the making,” which
highlights the historical roots of nature as an escape and how
that consequently harms the Earth through emissions created
to achieve getaways.

My manipulation of the middle-panel text that reads: “The
study concluded that warming climate had made events like
death nearly five times more probable for a black woman” is
not statistically accurate (but probably not far off), yet is meant
to dramatize how marginalized people are met with harsh
impacts of climate change, whether that be unequal distribu-

Though often framed as an appreciation for “natural” beauty,

tion of dump sites, geographic inequity, or unequal protection

people are ignorant of how they ruin the beauty of Earth through

from land-use decisions.3 Production creates waste, and those

their travel consumption. Viewing “natural” landscapes as an

who are consuming at record-breaking amounts are ignorant

escape was only the first pattern of consumption that would

of where this waste goes and the lives it changes.

plague humanity. The phrase, “I’d rather have a passport full
of stamps than a house full of stuff,” is particularly ironic to
me. Travel is presented as the lesser evil in comparison to the
accumulation of goods, but language such as “full of” implies
overconsumption that is detrimental and furthers climate
change. Author and environmentalist Aldo Leopold explores
the ways in which humans exploit their environment, such as
overconsumption, and how energy circuits are affected. “The
process of altering the pyramid for human occupation releases
stored energy.... These releases of biotic capital tend to becloud
or postpone the penalties of violence.”1 Leopold is describing
human-induced violence that is produced by human misuse of
land—misuse as in poor land manipulation, excess fossil fuels
emitted, and the list continues. But those who face this violence
are not those who can afford the romantic sublime; the violence of climate change acts on marginalized groups.
NIGHTMARE IN PARADISE

The paradise some create for themselves consequently constructs a nightmare for others. The main focus in the middle
panel of the collage is the Black community, which is a main
target for environmental racism. As environmental sociologist Robert Bullard has argued, “There is a racial divide in the
way the U.S. government cleans up toxic waste sites.... White
communities see faster action, better results, and stiffer penalties than communities where blacks, Hispanics, and other
minorities live.”2 The collage homes in on “the innocents,” a

Trauma does not end. Another group highly affected by the
ignorance of consumers: Those in the disabled community.
Shown in the bottom right is someone who faces physical disabilities that make him differently abled. Next to the image
are the words: Quit Plastic? Patterns of consumption are not
only dangerous in their production, but also in consumer behavior. The widespread social movement to ban plastic straws
in an attempt to “save the turtles” and therefore the planet
largely misses its mark. While straw bans are well intended
in order to limit plastic use, the ban would have detrimental consequences for the differently abled community who
might require plastic instruments to survive. Alice Wong, a
differently abled woman, argues the ban on plastic trend is a
demonstration of power and control over a group of people
who have little voice in the matter. As she writes, “The entire
conversation about plastic straws is about power: who knows
best, who decides what change is made, who is centered in
all these activities.”4 The differently abled community is not
centered in decision-making processes regarding the use
of plastic.
While not directly linked to climate change, the public view of
the issues that promote climate change (like the use of plastic
straws) is flawed in establishing the solution to harm. This
segues into the last panel, which addresses the real changes
that need to occur to end climate injustice.

Black mother and her child, a woman next to garbage, eyes that

WHAT CAN WE DO?

look as though they have a story to tell. The actions of those in

The impact of climate change is going to require more than a

the first panel have created an uninhabitable world for those

few groups of people speaking up against the injustices they

in the second. The accumulation of stuff in the left panel has

face. Real change will come from a shift in power dynamics and

become the unjust, unequally distributed garbage that plagues

a voice given to those who have been silenced. Society asks,

those in the middle panel. The color shift from primarily blues

what can we do? Change your view. Wong details the exclu-

and greens in the left panel to predominantly red in the middle

sion of disabled people in decision making.5 The disabled com-

panel communicates the dangers those in the first panel have

munity historically has not been given the representation they
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need to be heard. To assist other marginalized groups, Bullard
proposes five ways in which protection from injustices can
become “a right rather than a privilege.” The last panel shows
a Black man exercising his right to a cleaner, healthier world

4. A. Wong, “The Rise and Fall of the Plastic Straw: Sucking in Crip Defiance,” Catalyst:
Feminism, Theory, Technoscience 5 (2019): 4.
5. Ibid., 6-8.
6. Bullard, “Overcoming Racism in Environmental Decision Making,” 646.

as he marches with others. The word “Dreams” is vague, but it
is meant to capture the right to opportunity, which can only be
met if power and voice are given to the groups who have been
denied of it. The consumption culture that so many of us have
adopted has to recognize and acknowledge the impact of our
behaviors on the globe and the people who live on it.
The belief that the consumption of resources and travel are
necessary for human happiness creates the biggest disconnect
and threat to addressing climate change. Millions of marginalized groups are affected by the implications of this belief, and
until they are given the power and recognition to enact change,
they will continue to be harmed. It’s easy to look at the images
on the far right and want to be swept away in the glamour they
portray. It’s easy to acquire more stuff when we’re so removed
from the production chain. It’s so easy. It’s hard to accept accountability that our actions extend beyond our immediate
pleasures, but in order to address the real horrors of climate
change, it’s necessary.
The left panel demonstrates one of the driving forces behind
overconsumption: the belief that travel escapes mundane
reality. This flawed reliance on expenditure to achieve happiness creates a different reality for marginalized groups seen in
the middle panel. Both are put at high risk due to toxic exposure and are unable to fight the repercussions of the left panel’s
actions. The right panel looks to rectify the power imbalance
caused by environmental racism, preaching that increased
recognition and voice to marginalized groups will bridge the
disconnect between escapism and the realities created by excessive consumerism.

Emily Muniz is a junior in the College of Agriculture and Life
Sciences, studying environment and sustainability and minoring in
law and society. Born in the agricultural community of Brentwood,
California, she is interested in further studying the relationships
between marginalized communities and their access to sustainable
agriculture and resources.

NOTES
1. A. Leopold, “The Land Ethic,” in Environmental Ethics: An Anthology, A. Light and H.
Rolston, III, eds. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003), 44.
2. R. Bullard, “Overcoming Racism in Environmental Decision Making,” in Environmental
Ethics: Readings in Theory and Application, fifth ed., L.P. Pojman and P. Pojman, eds. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 2007), 644-56, at 645.
3. Ibid., 646.
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Poems as Portals
KATHERINE KASSOUF CUMMINGS

“

L

ife is fragile,” my friend, a doctor, reminds me when
I ask about his experience of the COVID-19 pandemic. Later that day, his words return as I read Taiyon

J. Coleman’s poetry. Early in the pandemic, Coleman began
crafting a poem a day as part of Tupelo Press’s 30/30 Project.
The seven poems presented in this issue of Minding Nature are
drawn from this project and from what became the manuscript
“Communication with the Dead”: a collection of poems written
in the voices of people who died this year from COVID-19.
Despite great differences in generation, profession, passion,
and place, the voices speaking through these poems share the
experience of life in Black, Brown and poor bodies. Structural
racism, a pandemic of its own, was taking lives and suffocating

own souls. These poems are portals. Particularly in this trying
time of isolation, keeping company with Ancestors can return
us to life more fully. We need to listen at these portals. The
people who speak in Coleman’s poems remind us how to live.
The following poems provide an opening to empathy and
a holdfast for our grieving hearts. In a culture where grief is
hidden, silenced, edited, or denied outright, art offers one of
the few places where we can rest our hearts following loss.
Coleman’s words form both celebrations of life and containers
of sorrow for the dead. Ultimately, her poems help us remember, in the swirl of our ever-changing present, the communities
grieving, the families diminished, the love transformed, and
the breath stopped.

our communities prior to COVID-19. And if we choose to look,
COVID-19 reveals the complex and insidious ways racism is
wound into the world today. The structural violence directed
at our Black, Brown, and poor neighbors, friends, and family
assumes the form of grief in Coleman’s hands.
Graphs and statistics overshadow the human experience of
COVID-19 in current news narratives. While journalists sometimes attend to the voices of the sick, those who have died
quickly disappear in silence under the churning headlines.
Coleman brings their voices back to us. In her poems, they
breathe again, calling us away from the statistics and back to our
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Can’t Turn Around: Rana Zoe Mungin1
TAIYON J. COLEMAN

“Everybody can’t sing the solo,” my choir director shouts
and that was just fine with me. There was something about
the song that sounded just right when I was alone, but when
I sang it in front of others, all the words sounded staccato.

I never really wanted to be in the spotlight anyway. Who wants
all that bright fright when Sister was really the star? She died
of asthma fifteen years ago, and I still hear her singing “We’ve Come
this Far by Faith”2 in the mornings before I get out of bed. Cardinals
fly by my window, and Spirit tells me it’s her, ruby red, light and free.

“Every black person can’t sing,” I tell my choir director. “Yeah. Just
not you!” he replies, and I wonder am I really made “black and bid to sing.”3
What good is a love of words, writing and music and teaching others when
it’s all filtered through the expectations of my skin? To be beautiful is not the
best thing in the world. Being smart is better, to be able to sing is wonderful
but breathing is best.

1. R. Graham, “A Beloved Teacher Dies from Coronavirus. Unconscious Bias in Health
Care May Have Hastened Her Death.” The Boston Globe, 1 May 2020, www.bostonglobe.
com/2020/05/01/opinion/beloved-teacher-dies-coronavirus-unconscious-bias-health-caremay-have-hastened-her-death/.
2. Malaco Gospel. “We’ve Come This Far By Faith.” Rev. Milton Biggham - , 17 Oct. 2017,
www.youtube.com/watch?v=81a7V0MhJpg.
3. “Yet Do I Marvel by Countee Cullen.” By Countee Cullen - Famous Poems, Famous
Poets. - All Poetry, allpoetry.com/Yet-Do-I-Marvel.
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The Back Jam Show:
Commander Donafay Collins1
TAIYON J. COLEMAN

The year I was
born Eisenhower
signed the 1957
Civil Rights Act.
I’m sure my parents
never imagined
that I would
become a Wayne
County police officer,
as there are worse
things for a black
son to be.

I really wanted
to be a spaceman
but from seven
to midnight,
I’m mixing
old school,
taking it back
and getting it
started tonight.

I’m happy because
I have the best
of both worlds.
My shift at the
downtown Division
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two jail ended
one hour ago,
and who would
think I’d rather
spend my Friday
nights spinning music
on the ones and twos.

High-risk inmates
low-risk inmates,
pregnant inmates,
and low-crime inmates,
those fools don’t
put no fear in my heart.
They just regular people
who live,
who love,
who cry,
who die,
who lie,
marry, and raise kids
just like you and me.

What’s more criminal
than letting locked-up
people in a breeding
ground die from
a preventable virus?
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Surely not the people in jail.
“You can’t shoot
someone else who
doesn’t have a gun
and call it self-defense.”2

What’s up y’all?
This is Donafay
and after thirty
years, I finally
have the shift
I wanted, but I’m
one of eighteen
who tested positive
for the virus,
so tune in,
turn us up,
and pass the word,
I’m on the wheels
of steel, and it’s on
and popping
Mix 92.3FM.3

1. J.D. Dickson, “Wayne County Sheriff Commander Dies of Coronavirus; 18 Staff Test
Positive.” Detroit News, 26 Mar. 2020, www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/wayne-county/2020/03/25/wayne-county-sheriff-commander-dies-coronavirus-18-positive/5084711002/.
2. S. Rahal, “Detroit Teens, Police Build Bridges during Forum.” DetroitNews, 17 Mar. 2018,
www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/detroit-city/2018/03/17/detroit-teens-police-buildbridges-forum/33036183/.
3. Mix 92.3. “Mix 92.3 on Facebook Watch.” Facebook Watch, Mix 92.3, 27 July 2018, www.
facebook.com/mix923fm/videos/back-jam-tonight-7pm-on-mix-923/10155688207724562/.
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The Word Gladiator is a Noun
and a Verb: Patricia Frieson1
and Wanda Bailey2
TAIYON J. COLEMAN

When we could both wear the same seventies outfits
for babies, people always asked my parents if we were

twins. My father carried my sister, and my mother carried
me on their trip to the used car lot in Skokie, Illinois,

and the white salesman told my dark father that he knew
who my sister belonged to but not me because I was

darker than my mother. At age six, my sister was pushed
off her brand-new bike at the corner in the alley, and we

both got in trouble when we got home. My father said
we should have fought for her bike. “If it happens

again, don’t come back if you can’t come home with a bike.”
By then I was much bigger than my sister, so we didn’t wear

matching clothes, and nobody mistook us for twins. For the
most part, it was eleven months a year with us being the same

age during the twelfth month of the year. She didn’t like
me, I didn’t like her, and we didn’t even look like each

other until the fight broke out in the McDonald’s parking lot
after the football game at Gately stadium. A circle gathered,
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and my little big sister was in the middle with Big Betty
talking smack, and just like that at age fifteen, I forgot her

words “that you’re too fat, too tall, your chest too flat, and
your hair is too nappy,” and I jumped in the arena directly

in front of Big Betty. “I can talk about my sister, but you
can’t! You got to go through me in order to get to her!”

“Woah! I heard that!” said the crowd, and I was scared
to death, but I was bigger than Betty, so my bluff was

hyped. Betty looked at me. Betty peered behind me
to glance at my sister where my body hid her frame,

and Betty walked off. And just like that the crowd
dispersed, my sister looked me in the eye, and I

looked her in the eye, huffing and puffing and breathing

real hard, we high-fived, and it was back to business
as usual. She still didn’t know me. I didn’t want to know

her, but she was my keeper, and I am hers.

1. M. Ihejirika, “Patricia Frieson Was More than the 1st COVID-19 Death in Illinois. She
Was Their Sister.” Chicago Sun-Times, 19 Mar. 2020, chicago.suntimes.com/coronavirus/2020/3/18/21186000/patricia-frieson-1st-coronavirus-covid-19-death-illinois-quarantine-family-sister.
2. C. Gutowski and M. Buckley. “Sister of Illinois’ First Coronavirus Victim Also Dies
from Virus. Quarantine Prevents Family from Mourning Together.” Chicago Tribune,
28 Mar. 2020, www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-frieson-sister-dies-coronavirus-20200327-xz727ypimzgabkzq5u63yyz7im-story.html.
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Downstream Effects1: Milton McGriff 2
TAIYON J. COLEMAN

My momma never learned how to swim
“so, if you don’t come back with my kids
you better not bother coming back at all,”
she shouted at Brother as his truck pulled
out. “Nothing’s going happen to your kids
Cheryl! Damn. They’re wearing life jackets,”
uncle yelled and kept driving, and the day
went pretty much like that. We jug fished
from my uncle’s boat, roasted marshmallows
and ate hotdogs on the banks until the darkness
forced us and our bleach bottle traps back to
the strip pit shores. Alive and dry we returned
to Momma, and after that day, she stopped telling
the stories of her childhood friend, a black redbone
boy, who drowned in Sparta lake.

Because of Momma, my kids live a different life
with lessons at the local YMCA. Though small,
they swim like schools of stygian fish never
questioning that they once breathed water, and my
heart leaps and beats with their every tread, flip,
and dive, as I watch them submerge my fear to push
their lapis joy forward. They don’t know that their
Grandma wasn’t allowed to swim in the “whites only”
swimming pool and that their momma didn’t learn how
to swim until she was an adult because there was no blue
chlorinated water for inner-city Chicago latchkey kids.
To swim was to fly and flying came with fear.
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At a play date pool party, I still made my children
wear life vests. Yes, they could swim, but there were
no duty lifeguards, and I couldn’t trust a backyard pool
party with suburban moms, small talk and gluten free
foods. Respectful, my kids laughed and swam like
ocean buoys, not complaining about the conspicuous
weight of their vests. “You’re making it harder for them.
They will do better without the jackets. They really can
swim,” my friend told me, and initially, I was offended.

“Good mothers build safety nets,” I snapped back at him,
“but your kids aren’t in danger of dying,” he snapped back.
Eventually, the party ended, and I was left with his words
like grit and sand between my toes. “Did you have a good time?”
I asked my kids. “Yeah!” they replied. It would be awhile
before I noticed the preserver ring his words had thrown me,
swaying. I grasped on tight. See I was the one drowning,
and my kids were working overtime to rescue me.

1. A. Goldstein and E. Guskin, “Almost One-Third of Black Americans Know Someone
Who Died of Covid-19, Survey Shows.” The Washington Post, 26 June 2020,
www.washingtonpost.com/health/almost-one-third-of-black-americans-know-someone-whodied-of-covid-19-survey-shows/2020/06/25/3ec1d4b2-b563-11ea-aca5-ebb63d27e1ff_story.
html.
2. Chanel Hill. “Activist and Former Tribune Journalist Milton McGriff Dies
at 81.” The Philadelphia Tribune, 27 Apr. 2020, www.phillytrib.com/obituaries/activist-andformer-tribune-journalist-milton-mcgriff-dies-at-81/article_c134a6ff-5755-5e20-99e13eebb3c90090.html.
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At Our Best When We Prevent Things:
Joyce Pacubas-Le Blanc1
TAIYON J. COLEMAN

When they told me they found you unconscious
on the kitchen floor, I dropped to my knees. Alone
raising five kids, you were the strongest person I
knew, so my body knew that something was wrong.

They said you were talking on the yellow wall phone
to your police officer “friend” that we didn’t know you
had because you were all-the-way grown. He said you
choked on the phone during y’all’s conversation, and
he called your name several times, and you didn’t answer.

He radioed the police, and the paramedics couldn’t enter
through the front door, so they broke through the barricade
on the back door and that made perfect sense to us living on
the south side of Chicago. It was safer to be locked in than out.

Too long your brain had gone without oxygen after they revived
you, and Sister said that for a while you were breathing on your
own. I sit and try to hold my breath at your Roseland ICU bed
and wonder through oscillating beeping and compression noises
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how much time that actually is. No matter how many laps my
dark hands circled along your lighter legs from your knees, calves
and to your feet, your skin was warm and soothing to my touch
like there wasn’t a machine breathing for you.

As a fifth-generation good Catholic girl in recovery, there are
things that you remember, and “thou shalt have no other God
but me” is one of them. Maybe Moses didn’t know how much
I was willing to barter if you would have just woken up.

Brown and black nurses commented on “how she must have
been a really good person” because “her children were so kind,
polite and well-spoken.” They never suspected that I was waiting
and plotting at your bedside preparing to sell my soul for you
to just get up, and because you are my Momma and you loved me,

you never did.

1. A. Bowen, “First UIC Nurse Dies after Testing Positive for Coronavirus. ‘We Were
Supposed to Grow Old Together ... I Just Got Robbed of It.’.” Chicago Tribune, 29 Apr.
2020, www.chicagotribune.com/coronavirus/ct-life-coronavirus-nurse-death-uic-joycepacubas-leblanc-20200429-6slsu5vn2zgxtaajvu22ta24jm-story.html.
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Delayed Begging: Gary Fowler1
TAIYON J. COLEMAN

“That thang sure is ugly,” Cheryl said,
so you know it was only the love that made
them compromise to put the blue swivel
recliner in their bedroom.

Twenty-four years of marriage, and Gary never
slept away from their bed, but that’s where their
son found him. Upright and uptight and cold dead
in the chair because his heartbeat wasn’t regular.

Gary’s oxygen level was too low.

“Daddy won’t wake up!” is what their son screamed
over and over again, but not loud enough because
Gov. Dan Patrick said “There are more important things
than living and that’s saving this country for my children and grandchildren
and saving this country for all of us.”2

Gary’s son tried to save his black father three times. Isn’t that important too?
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First
Beaumont Hospital
I would like to get a test
Fever 101
Cough
Shortness of breath
They told him sorry. We don’t have no tests.
Just “Go home and act like you have the virus.”

Second
Detroit Receiving Hospital
I would like to get a test
High fever
Shortness of breath
They told him sorry. We don’t have no tests.
Just “Go home and act like you have the virus.”

Third
Henry Ford Hospital
My chest hurts
I can’t breathe
I have a fever that has not broke
There is nothing wrong, they said.
Just “Go home and act like you have the virus.”
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Go home and act like what happened to your ancestors isn’t
related to what’s happening to you.
Go home and act like you don’t live in a segregated
neighborhood.
Go home and act like you are able to get a job.
Go home and act like you have health care.
Go home and act like you have sick leave.
Go home and act like you had an equitable education.
Go home and act like you don’t live in a food desert.
Go home and act like you got money for meds.
Go home and act like you have clean drinking water.
Go home and act like you have childcare.
Go home and act like you can pay your rent.
Go home and act like you are not hungry.
Go home and act like you can get a home loan.
Go home and act like you get equal pay for your work.
Go home and act like your black child won’t get shot.
Go home and act like you have access to affordable housing.
Go home and act like the police won’t choke you out.
Go home and act like you don’t fear being put in jail.
Go home and act like a system don’t make money from your
exploitation, pain and suffering.
Go home and act like you served your country, and they
didn’t say fuck you.
Go home and act like the president has a plan.
Go home and act like you are not more likely to die because
of the color of your skin.
Go home and act like you are a citizen of this country.
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Go home and act like people would do something if they
only knew.
Go home and act like you can vote.
Go home and act like you are free,
but come back
if you can make it here
before you die like
you have the virus.

1. K. J. Shamus, “Family Ravaged by Coronavirus Begged for Tests, Hospital Care but
Was Repeatedly Denied.” USA Today, 20 Apr. 2020, www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/04/20/coronavirus-racial-disparity-denied-tests-hospitalization/5163056002/.
2. J. Coleman, “Texas Lt. Governor on Reopening State: ‘There Are More Important Things
than Living’.” The Hill, 21 Apr. 2020, thehill.com/homenews/state-watch/493879-texas-lt-governor-on-reopening-state-there-are-more-important-things.
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You are Great in Your Own Right1:
Principal, Dez-Ann Romain2
TAIYON J. COLEMAN

“You’re not college material,”
my high school counselor said
and lucky for me at seventeen,
self-defense was my default stance.
Set on survival, I really wasn’t present
enough to fully understand what
her verdict meant.

Y’all know what I’m talking about.

How many times did someone
tell you or treat you like you
were never gonna be somebody,
like you were out of your mind,
like you already messed your shit up,
like it was not gonna happen for someone like you,
like you weren’t gonna make it out,
like you couldn’t come back from that!
and like you was never gonna amount
to nothing?

I guess this is what happens
when we are forced to live
in a world where there are
only fake choices between two
false things, and thank the Lord
that God protects babies and fools.
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Which one are you?

The Wizard of Oz is my favorite
movie, so I foolishly believed
that I could always make it
because there was no other
choice.

As an oppressed
black south side
Chicago girl,
my story inherently
came with tornados,
burning brooms,
dying mothers,
splintered homes,
lying ringmasters,
camouflaged witches,
broken loyal friends,
winding trails,
flying monkeys,
and privileged white people
living in gated cities of gold.

Rosemary Olds3 drove
a red Pontiac Fiero. She
was the good witch that
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walked into my composition
class with a cane from
her then recent diagnosis
of MS. She was the first
teacher to tell me I could
write.

I thought she was smoking crack too, y’all.

“Me a good writer!?” I looked
at the A she scribbled on
my handwritten paper.

“Yes. I can see you. You are a
good writer,” she said.

“You must first tell your
own story before you
can understand or tell others
because your story
is equally important.”

Olds’ magic was that simple,
truth,
love,
respect,
and humanity.
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Looking and seeing.

After that day,
I believed and was released
from the binding words
of my high school counselor.

Whose words held or are binding you?

They say
hurt people,
hurt people,
and I say
that hurt people
healed and healing
make good teachers.

Long after Olds,
I thought to send
my high school
counselor a copy
of each degree I
earned, but I
never did. I guess
I didn’t want
to give her or myself
the satisfaction
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of admitting
how powerful
her limiting words
had been
in my life.
I didn’t want
to give her any
of my magic.

I say, “good teachers heal people.”

There’s no place like home.

There’s no one like you.

You are so special.

You are your home.

1. “Remembering Dez-Ann Romain, A High School Principal Who Died Of COVID-19 At
36.” NPR, NPR, 1 Apr. 2020, www.npr.org/2020/04/01/825499529/remembering-dez-ann-romain-a-high-school-principal-who-died-of-covid-19-at-36.
2. H. Knowles, “First NYC Schools Staffer to Die with Covid-19 Was so Much More than a
Principal to Her Students.” The Washington Post, 13 Apr. 2020, www.washingtonpost.com/
nation/2020/04/12/first-nyc-schools-staffer-die-with-covid-19-was so-much-more-than-principal-her-students/.
3. “Rosemary Olds Obituary, Des Moines, Iowa.” Iles Funeral Homes, www.ilesfuneralhomes.com/obituary/Rosemary-Burns-Olds/Des-Moines-Iowa/1796510.
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The Empathy of Birds:
Lessons from Pacha Mama
in the Face of Despair
LISA MARÍA MADERA

W

e are floating down the Tiputini River. My son sits
in the front of the canoe, listening. He is fourteen.
He turns his head slightly, lifting his ear to the

concert pulsing around us. We are in Yasuni National Park, the
most biodiverse corner of the Amazon. He listens a little more,
then whistles a haunting, three-point song. He pauses, listens,
waits, and then, out of the canopy, the whistle returns. My son
is singing with a Panguana, an Undulated Tinamou. Their call
and response last for over an hour.

musician thousands of years ago conjured out of clay this
musical wonder, for we live in the land of birds.
In this tiny country the size of Colorado, there are 1,670 identified species of birds, almost twice as many species as in all
of North America. Hummingbirds alone, those fierce jewels
of the air, represent 132 of those species. There are migratory
birds who make their home in this land, and many who spend
a portion of their year here. There are birds that arrived generations ago, found this land pleasing, and decided to stay.

We visit the Casa del Alabado, the “House of Praise.” Elegant

There are newly arrived birds. And there are forty-one species

stone carvings behind protective glass stare out at us. They are

of birds who transformed into their current selves here, bodies

w´akas. Ancient sacred beings. Carved thousands of years ago,

and behaviors shaped by their relations to this particular place.

we don’t know who these stones represent, but their eyes look

Thirty-four bird species alone are endemic to Galapagos, along

like birds. Owls.

with seven endemic to the mainland. You have likely heard

Our guide pours water into a ceramic, u-shaped bottle with two
necks, a replica of one of the many pre-Columbian sonorous

of our Andean Condors, our Waved Albatross, our Flightless
Cormorant, and of course, our Darwin finches.

objects in the Alabado collection. A red bird perches on the rim

There is an old w’aka story, recorded for the first time in 1653

of one of the necks. Small holes circle the other like a flute. She

by the Catholic priest Padre Bernabe Cobo. Still told today,

tips the bottle back and forth, her fingers flowing over the holes

the story recounts the origin of the Cañari people in south-

in the lip. The songs of birds swell into the room—a canopy full

ern Ecuador.

of calls rising up from the waters that swirl through the dark
hollows of this ancient instrument.
Perhaps this, too, is w’aka.

The story goes something like this:
It is said that after the Great Flood, two brothers survived on a
mountain. As waters receded, they gathered wood and built a

The ceramic flute astonishes with its liquid concert of songs,

rustic shelter. During the day, they hunted for food, returning at

and yet it does not surprise me that a talented and observant

night to their makeshift home. One morning, two Guacamayo
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Sincholagua

sisters cloaked in shimmering blue feathers flew high across

The brothers decided to capture these women, grabbing them

the forest and spotted the men below. They watched as the

before the sisters could slip back into bird form. They spoke to

brothers returned to their home, prepared their spare meal,

the women, convincing them to stay and marry them.1

and fell exhausted into their cold beds.

These are the first fathers and mothers of the Cañari people:

The Guacamayo sisters felt pity for the brothers. One morning
they waited for the men to leave and flew down to the shelter,
transforming into beautiful women with blue shawls. The

brothers who survived the Great Flood and captured
Guacamayo sisters; birds who, in their keen empathy, transformed into women to help the brothers in the face of devasta-

sisters built a fire, prepared chicha and a delicious meal, and

tion and despair.

then flew away.

Early morning. A fluffy layer of clouds blanket Guagua

When the brothers returned, they were astonished to find their
house warmed and soup laid out for them. Overwhelmed by
curiosity, the brothers hid in the darkest corner of the house
in order to see who was coming to their aid and watched as

Pichincha, the volcano rising before me. I was born on the
flanks of this mountain, as was my daughter.
I have crawled out of bed after a sleepless night to write. This
is the amber hour—that predawn smoky ring of time when the

shimmering Guacamayo sisters descended, transformed into

Earth’s dreams interweave with our own. I light candles, open

Cañari women, and began to work, bringing joy to their home.

the window, and lean out as far as I can to hear the soulful aria
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of a Great Thrush and the tsi-kiri-ki of hummingbirds rising

wrong side of a border, ambushed by an unseen enemy in what

from the clutch of pines circling our eight-story building.

promises to be a devastating war.

I reread the text above. Written only a few weeks ago, my words

I obsess on the miserable absurdity of her delay—a broken

speak to me as if over a great chasm.

bathroom! Later, she tells me that her plane was full of raucous

Today is Sunday, March 29, 2020. We are in Day 13 of Quito’s
COVID-19 total lockdown. Confined to our fourth-floor apartment in a nationwide quarantine, my husband and son are with
me. My beloved daughter is a heartbreak away.

windows. I follow the swoop and dive of Blue-and-White
Swallows. Listen for the soft, rhythmic murmur of Eared
Doves perched momentarily on our window ledge before our
cats startle them away. I scan the pines with a fierce intensity.
Look! There! A Sparkling Violetear! And there! A Black-tailed
Trainbearer! I watch with hungry delight as the hummingbirds
spar and dance in the air.
new

names.

is going to keep me from partying,” one sunburned blond
boasts to the camera.

tele-celebrate. Perched on my phone screen, my daughter

Here in Quito, birdwatching is now defined by our wraparound

learn

crowding beaches, bragging about their invincibility. “Nothing

Five days into quarantine, my beautiful son turns fifteen. We

The House of Praise is now shuttered. Yasuni closed.

I

“bros” headed for spring break. We see them in news footage

sings “Happy Birthday” to her brother from 4,379 kilometers
away. As my son blows out his candles and his sister calls out
to him in love, I shut my eyes, and with the silken powers of
Chagall, I will my beautiful children up over the Andes, eastward to the Amazon, back into the forest and into that canoe
with the lulling ripple of the Tiputini and the mournful song of
the Panguana to comfort us all.
“I pray to the birds,” Terry Tempest Williams writes. “I pray

Spinus

magellanicus.

Jilguero

Encapuchado. The Hooded Siskin with a black head and bright
yellow body forages for a moment on a branch and then, in a
flash of gold, flits away. Phrygilus plebejus ocularis. Frigilio
Pechicenizo. Grey-blue, the Ash-breasted Sierra-Finch stares
up at me. His branch sways in the mid-morning breeze.
I crane my neck to track a Peregrine Falcon soaring above

to the birds because I believe they will carry the messages of
my heart upward. I pray to them because I believe in their existence, the way their songs begin and end each day—the invocations and benedictions of Earth. I pray to the birds because
they remind me of what I love rather than what I fear. And at
the end of my prayers, they teach me how to listen.”2
I am trying to listen.

our building.

I want to tell you a love story.

Over the past few weeks, we have tracked the novel coronavirus

It is said that in the time before, the w’aka Cuni Raya Viracocha

sweeping across countries, ravaging China, Iran, Italy, Spain.
We have watched in disbelief as the United States, United
Kingdom, and Brazil have downplayed this existential threat
circulating amongst us.
In Ecuador, we believe that our government has acted swiftly,
but the virus has already slipped past our gates like a ruthless
band of thieves. In a state of alarm, Ecuador closes its borders
with two days warning.
As soon as I hear the news, I call my daughter, a college freshman in New York, and tell her to leave immediately. With the
help of friends, we get her masked and gloved and onto planes
headed south. But then, a faulty bathroom in her connecting
flight leaves her stranded for four hours. The wait is excruciating. She arrives in Florida, having missed her flight to Quito by

wandered throughout the world searching for his lost love Caui
Llaca. Disguised as a beggar, Viracocha encountered all kinds of
people and creatures, some who treated him well and some who
did not. The skunk, who told Viracocha that he’d never find Caui
Llaca, received a curse. “As for you, because of what you’ve just
told me, you’ll never go around in the daytime. You’ll only walk
at night, stinking disgustingly. People will be revolted by you.”3
But the condor flying high above called down to Viracocha encouraging him to be strong and take heart, for Caui Llaca was
just a little way ahead. Viracocha blessed the condor, saying,
“You’ll live a long life. You alone will eat any dead animal from
the wild mountain slopes, both guanacos and vicuñas, of any
kind and in any number. And if anybody should kill you, he’ll
die himself, too.”4

minutes. As I write, my dearest first born is marooned in the

Exhausted, Viracocha approached people in the fields and

United States. In my bones I feel she has been caught on the

asked for food. Some took pity on him, telling him, “Come,
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Views of Pichincha
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grandfather, come rest in the shade of this beautiful tree. Let
me bring you some water to wash your face, some chicha, some
quinoa soup and potatoes.” He blessed them, filling their fields
with potatoes, ensuring their llamas gave birth, and making
their quinoa harvests plentiful.

describes ritual practices he encountered in the Andes. The

But others cursed Viracocha, saying, “Get out of here, you miserable wretch with your filth and disease!” They threw rocks at
him, chasing him away. Viracocha grew angry, cursing them in
return, leaving illness at their door. Their potatoes turned to
stone, their crops rotted, and their animals died. “Whenever
he met anyone who gave him good news,” the Huarochirí
manuscript tells us, “[Viracocha] conferred on him a good
fortune. But he went along viciously cursing those who gave
him bad news.”5

Arriaga described how, in certain seasons on specific fiestas,

I want to tell you a love story.
Cuzco, 1621. In his treatise on the extirpation of idolatry in
Peru, Pablo José de Arriaga, a Jesuit Spanish inquisitor,

Antisana, Grandmother of all Mountains
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verb for worship in Spanish is adorar, to adore, and while
Arriaga encounters what he sees as idolatry, what he describes
is Andean adoration—expressions of profound love and active
reverence—for the sacred, living land.

Andeans adored Inti, the sun. They adored Quilla, the moon.
They honored specific stars, along with Hillapa or Libiac, lightning. They adored Mamacocha, the sea, and Mamapacha, the
earth. They adored the Puquois, the springs, and in places
where there was little water, they asked the springs not to dry
up. They adored the rivers, and before they crossed the river,
they performed a ritual called mayuchulla in which they would
take some of the water in their hands and ask permission to
safely cross or to fish in the waters without coming to harm.
They loved the Cerros, the high mountains and large rock
formations and the rocks themselves, which they called by
name. They adored their Pacarinas, their place of origin, those
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mountains, springs, rivers, and lakes from which the First Man

gold, common parlance equated huaca with looted treasure. At

and the First Woman of their people were born.

the hands of the Spaniards, w’aka objects of art expressing and

6

Coming from a foreign world, oceans away, Arriaga describes
the Andean w’aka world not in love or awe, but rather out of
disdain. “All of these things listed above,” Arriaga goes on to
write, “are Huaca which they adore as God, and which you
cannot remove from their eyes, because these things are fixed,

honoring the most creative, intimate, and sacred connection
to all that lives were melted down into bricks and shipped off
to Europe as looted treasure. From 1500 to 1650, the Spanish
treasure fleets carried an estimated 180 tons of gold and 16,000
tons of silver from South America to Europe.

and immobile, and so you must try... to remove these things

Today, w’aka is a term that points toward history, though many

from their hearts showing them the truth and revealing the

contemporary Andeans ritually honor, love, and adore the

lies.”7 He describes these practices in advance of equally de-

living world around them in ways that resonate with Arriaga’s

tailed instructions on how to wipe these rituals out.

description.

Remove the sun, the moon. Remove the earth, the sea.

I am always moved when I read these colonial descriptions

Remove Guagua Pichincha, if not from your eyes, then from

of w’aka and the Andean response of love, respect, and awe

your heart. No surprise. This impossible task gives birth to

for the mountains, springs, lakes, and rivers. For the sun, the

grotesque visions and violence. But this is a longer story—for

moon, and the stars. For Pacha Mama, Mother Earth, and

another time.

Mama Cocha, Mother Ocean.

Writing earlier, in 1609, Garcilaso de la Vega, a second generation Incan leader born after the conquest and converted
to Christianity, wrote that the term w’aka not only meant a
“sacred thing” such as “idols, rocks, great stones or trees which
the enemy [meaning Satan] entered to make the people believe
he was a god,” but, in addition, Andeans

These are not my ancestors or my cultural heritage. I am the
daughter of American Evangelical medical missionaries. I
was born to this land through the twisted turns of colonial
and neo-colonial history. Like the chicks of migratory birds,
it is my suerte, my damned luck and strange providence, to
have been born to the Andes and to have lived as a child in

also give the name huaca [w’aka] to things they have
offered to the Sun, such as figures of men, birds, and
animals.... The same name is given to all those things which
for their beauty or excellence stand above other things of
the same kind, such as a rose, an apple, or a pippin, or any
other fruit that is better or more beautiful than the rest....
On the other hand, they give the name huaca to ugly and
monstrous things... the great serpents of the Antis... eerie
thing that is out of the usual course of nature, as a woman
who gives birth to twins... double–yolked eggs are huaca.8
Seventeenth-century Andeans described as w’aka those things
that provoked love, terror, and awe. W’aka included the beautiful and the monstrous, the horrifying and the strange. The
term captured objects of art, exquisitely wrought offerings
made and laid with respect and love at sacred sites. It described
the springs and mountains, pacarinas that gave them birth.
It described ancestors and primordial beings who later transformed into revered features of the living land. W’aka traced
out the pulsing, interwoven fabric of sacred life, the vibrant
flow of kinship across the quilted earth.
Over time, after the conquest, people associated w’aka with
ancestral burial sites, and because of the Spaniards’ lust for

the Amazon. From my experience, this land is both breath-giving and breathtaking. I was born here. My daughter was born
here. My mother died here. Our lives have been sewn into the
sacred fabric of this land. I resonate with this Andean concept
of w’aka, this word that speaks to the powerful encounter with
this beautiful, generous, and terrifying Earth.
I think about the w’aka world.
The Guacamayo mothers of the Cañari transformed in an act of
empathy are w’aka.
The elegant carved stones in the house of praise are w’aka.
The mesmerizing water whistle that conjures birds out of an
ancient canopy is w’aka.
My birth volcano, Guagua Pichincha, rising in splendor before
me, is w’aka.
And perhaps...
The thrush’s predawn aria soothing my heart is w’aka.
And COVID-19?
Is COVID-19 w’aka?
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Tungurahua

Good Friday, April 10, 2020. Day 25 of Quito’s COVID lockdown.
The Angel of Death flies low overhead. Earlier this week, we
tele-celebrated Pesach with my daughter exiled in Maryland.

I bathed in her thermal springs, watched her dance at dawn
and at sunset and under the rising moon as the clouds from the
Amazon poured past her.

The state of New York now has more COVID cases than any

My daughter took form in the midst of her rising volca-

single country. Drone footage of mass graves on Hart Island

nic currents.

and grotesque images of seeping bodies abandoned on our
streets in Guayaquil stream across international news.
In my sorrow and worry, I watch the mountain before me.
Guagua means child and Guagua Pichincha is the son of the
sultry, seductive volcano Isabel Tungurahua, whose jealous husbands and lovers fight in fiery fury over her. I love Tungurahua.

I adored Tungurahua and then, when I was seven months pregnant, she erupted. Within weeks, the military evacuated the
entire town and threw our little family back onto the flanks of
Pichincha where, without warning, one clear October morning
a week later, Pichincha also erupted silently, throwing up a
twelve-kilometer cloud of ash and gas into the cerulean sky.

A lifetime ago, I organized funding and my doctoral work so

These volcanoes are alive. Depending which mountain you

that I could live on her skirts off and on for seven years. I would

live near, Pichincha’s father is either the massive volcano

hike on her slopes, burying gifts under the surface of the grass.

Chimborazo, the tallest mountain on the planet if measured

80   Lisa María Madera

MINDING NATURE 13.3

from the center of the Earth, or the nearby elegant stratocone

to valley and all through the lowlands in between, nurtured a

Cotopaxi. In Cotopaxi province, they say that when the child

pluralistic, ontological mind frame that embraced the existence

Guagua Pichincha cries, his father Cotopaxi complains, and his

of multiple interconnected realities and histories where plural

mother Tungurahua responds. These mountains are family.

truths, identities, and experiences can be active all at one time.

We live in the ring of fire, along the “Avenue of the Volcanoes”:

In 2008, Ecuador’s congress passed a new constitution encom-

thirty-two volcanoes on our mainland and fifteen volcanoes in

passing a multicultural, plurinational state reflecting Andean

the Galapagos Archipelago. You may be familiar with Edwin

and Amazonian cosmological connections to the Earth. As the

Church’s paintings The Heart of the Andes or Cotopaxi,

first constitution in the world to establish and protect the in-

or perhaps you have seen Alexander von Humboldt’s 1807

herent rights of Nature, our constitution names and acknowl-

Tableau Physique, which maps the vegetation on the rising

edges Pacha Mama, Mother Earth, as a living, evolving being.

flanks of Cotopaxi and Chimborazo, tracking the changing

Article 71 states that “Nature or Pacha Mama, where life is re-

range of creatures living along mountain slopes in relation

produced and realized, must be respected for its inherent right

to altitude. Most certainly you have heard of our life-giving

to existence including the maintenance and regeneration of its

Galápagos Islands, where the beaks of Darwin’s famous finches
have changed shape as they seek nourishment from plants
around them. Finches evolve, not after centuries of pressure,
but in the span of a few short generations, allowing their off-

life cycles, structures, functions and evolving processes.”9
I am moved by this description of Pacha Mama’s rights. I am
moved that Ecuador’s congress reflected the biodiverse real-

spring to survive.

ities of this region and identified a critical aspect of Nature’s

Myths of creation in this region reflect this intense eco-diver-

where I find hope and comfort, in the power of evolution, in the

sity. Out of each island, each mountain, each canyon, springs
new life. So, too, myths from this region recount how out of
these dawning places—these pacarinas—new people are born.
The myths of creation and transformation endemic to the
equatorial Andean region—where, centuries later, Darwin’s observations off the mainland led to Western theories of natural
selection—are mythologies describing many creations always
in motion, where creatures continually transform in relation
to place and in relation to one another, in an intricate web of
creative interaction and exchange. These biodiverse mythologies describe ethical landscapes of consequence in interspecies

rights as the right to evolve, the right to transform, for this is
beak of the finch.
We cannot evolve in a vacuum. We evolve in cross-personal,
cross-cultural, and cross-creatural contact. We evolve through
extraordinary bonds of empathy and enmity, in exchanges of
appreciation and frustration, in responses to curiosity and
fear. We live in a pulsing web of relation. Attracting and repelling, we evolve in an ongoing exchange of blessings and curses,
in positive and negative interactions along with another kind.
We evolve through our ingenuity, through creativity, flexibility,
cooperation, and kinship. And we evolve through competition

relations.

and trickery, domination, predation, and fear.

Andean accounts of their pacarinas inherently express a

When I think about evolution and what it might mean for human

rooted connection to profoundly biodiverse, interrelated
places. During the Spanish conquest and colonization of the

beings, I am compelled by the ways that creatures survive,
adapt, and evolve through the ingenious powers of their cre-

Andes, pacarinas served as significant obstacles to Catholic

ative solutions, often through their ability to reach across the

conversion, providing a kind of mythic inoculation against

species divide and cooperate with others. These traits propel

the full cultural, theological, ritual, and cosmological forces of

natural selection: Survival of the creative. Survival of the co-

erasure and re-orientation that a colonizing Christianity pro-

operative. Survival of the welcoming. Survival of the bridge

posed. When Catholic priests recounted the Genesis creation

builders. Survival of the observant. Survival of the seductive.

myth, including the story of Adam and Eve and the Garden of

Survival of the inclusive. Survival of the artistic. Survival of

Eden, Andeans understood this creation account to be true...

the resilient. Survival of the strategic. Survival of the flexible.

for the Spaniards. From Andean points of view, the story of

Survival of the colorful. Survival of the transparent. Survival of

the Garden of Eden was a cultural narrative describing the

the musical. Survival of the fragrant. Survival of the generous.

foreigner’s origins and their pacarina. In the Andes, commu-

Survival of the impervious. Survival of the ingenious. Survival

nal rootedness in a biodiverse region, where endemic species

of the bold. Survival of the shy. The list could go on. Fitness

emerge from mountain peak to mountain peak and from valley

manifests in a magnificent variety of forms.
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Through the expression of our diverse and astounding gifts,

of its ant host, sabotaging its brain and then directing the

we adapt, transform, and evolve communally in relation to the

ant’s movements to maximize the spread of its toxic spores

living land and all living things. Each of us plays our part in

through the forest. Or Leucochloridium paradoxum, a para-

this collective transformation. Our web of relation spins the

site cycling through birds and snails. The snail is infected by

world together.

ingesting bird shit. Once inside the snail’s body, the larvae

But we find ourselves in deep trouble. We are witnessing a
global parasitic deformation of an economic and social myth
that is devouring us all. Propelled by the lucre lust of a predatory global plutocracy, this zombie mythic mash-up justifies a
social and economic structure of human domination, predation, control, and extermination, privileging the dominant ONE
(one person, one group, one nation, one species, one gender,
one race, one sexuality, one religion, one creation, one history,
en fin) in order to feed the devouring maw of consumerism,
gluttony, and unfettered greed. This disfigured and alienated
mythology justifies the predatory elite’s abuse of power over
other people, other creatures, and the extended natural world.
We are witnessing a mythic zombie invading host bodies on a
global scale—whether individuals, religious communities, political parties, nations, or corporations.
I watch in fury as the w’aka world is reduced to extracted,
looted treasure.

travel to its head infesting the snail’s eyes in a pulsing writhing ball, blinding the snail. Controlled by this zombie parasite,
the snails leave the dark forest floor and climb trees, seeking
out the sunlight where birds find them and eat their eyes.
I remember Yeats’s poem, “The Second Coming.”
Surely some revelation is at hand;
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
Years ago, when I was living on Tungurahua’s slopes studying
Andean mythologies and ritual relationships to mountains, I
read an interview by Joseph Bastian of an Aymara woman who

fungi,

described her community’s relationship to Kaata, their home

Ophiocordyceps unilateralis, creeping through the body

mountain and pacarina, their place of origin.10 I think about her

I

am

reminded

of
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observations all the time. We are like the mountain and the moun-

with so many of our brave and knowledgeable healing warriors.

tain is like us, she said. We feed the mountain and the mountain

Alone. In isolation. En masse. While the rest of us watch from

feeds us. In a cycle of nourishing exchange, the mountain pro-

our sofas.

vides its bounty. We eat from the mountain and at some point,
our bodies return to the land, and the mountain, in turn, will
also be satisfied; the mountain will eat us. The Aymaran woman
described a reciprocal cycle of balance, gratitude, nourishment,
love, appreciation, responsibility, respect, and exchange.
Now as I watch Pichincha before me, I am absorbed by this
cycle of nourishment and gratitude. I think about my beloved
Tungurahua, so many kilometers from here, as evening colors
shift across her son’s sensuous slopes. The constant sift of veils
rise and fall, glisten, go slack, clear, gather and then drop in a
heavy dull slate; they momentarily illuminate, in resplendent
glowing purples, oranges, golds, and then turn to silver and
back to creams, blue grays, and purples once again. I am deeply
grateful to this mountain that nourishes my spirit even now in
my COVID lockdown. I write and wonder what more I can do
in return.

The horror.
The horror!
And—like many of you—in the midst of this cataclysm, I find
comfort and nourishment in the avian aria at dawn and the
drama of clouds rising and falling across the rugged flanks of
my mountain.
It is impossible to reconcile.
Here in Quito, above empty streets, I breathe in sweet air and
think of Pacha Mama resting, sea turtles nesting, the incessant
tremor of human noise quieting, if only for a time. But what
a time! The world has slowed back to a rhythm that beats in
concert with my heart.
I count all the ways that COVID-19 acts as an emissary of

And I grieve, for the cycle has slid off its axis. In our unstoppable greed, we have abandoned our role and responsibility in
this mutual relationship of respect, care, and nourishment. The
wheel of time and consumption spins ever faster and faster as
we ceaselessly devour the Earth.

evolution, a powerful immune response targeting sustained
assaults and all that ails our beloved Earth—an intelligent
surgical strike against lethal onslaughts, strategic pushback
against deadly parasitic threats—our greedy, gluttonous, blind,
self-absorbed, misplaced, misinformed, deadly human kind.
We devour the Earth. The Earth will devour us.

Yeats’s falcon spirals above us.
We devour the mountain and...? We abuse another and...? We
curse another and...? The weight of ellipses lingers above us.
Its impending slice grazes our necks.
Then suddenly, surprise! Here we are! Stopped in our tracks!

Scientists have told us that destruction of habitat and abuse of
wildlife has brought COVID-19 into our midst and makes us
more vulnerable to incoming pandemics.
The microbial message is brutal and clear: ¡Ubícate!

Locked down!

To survive and thrive, we must understand our proper place

Stomach-turning images of China’s wet markets have now

in this shimmering, pulsing w’aka web of life. We must recon-

been replaced by satellite images of mass graves in Iran. Drone
images of mass graves in New York. Containers full of oozing
cardboard coffins in our own Guayaquil streets. Stunned and
stilled into submission, we watch in horror as Earth’s microbial

figure our relation to the communal human and more-thanhuman world or suffer—as a species, as a planet—devastating
consequences arising from this fundamental misunderstanding and resulting imbalance. We must move. We must step off

emissaries threaten and consume us.

our deadly predatory pedestal and stop devouring everything

Ellipses complete! Indeed. When we devour the Earth, the

our behavior, activate empathy, collectively evolve.

Earth will surely devour us.
And here I am—like many of you—strangely safe with my cats
and houseplants, holed up with my husband and son in my
Andean eyrie, witnessing through a flat screen this mind-bending suffering where the most physically, socially, and economically vulnerable of our human community are dying, along

in our range. We must change our relation to the world, change

Die or transform.
White noise.
This observation is not new. It has grown stale. It is worn.
I lift my eyes to the hills and pray. From whence cometh my help?
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Ever despairing and ever hopeful, I wonder if perhaps NOW in
our confinement, as we squirm inside our forced cocoons, we
will respond to this existential pressure and evolve. Perhaps
NOW, forever chastened, we will learn our lesson and scale
down, forced to emerge with new forms of moving, seeing,
acting, feeding, feeling, touching, relating, and being.
We must be conscious and intentional. Who will we choose to
be? What new gifts will we treasure and express? How will we
relate to one another? What are we willing to leave behind?
What is this new world that we will call, collectively, into being?

nature, and extractivist economies through the lens of neo/colonial
myth and history. As an educator and social entrepreneur, Lisa works
to foster compassionate and resilient communities by providing
extraordinary encounters with nature and her many creatures.

NOTES
1. Father B. Cobo, Inca Religion and Customs, R. Hamilton, trans. and ed. (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1990), 14-15.
2. T.T. Williams, Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place (New York : Vintage,
1992).
3. F. Salomon and G.L. Urioste, trans., The Huarochirí Manuscript: A Testament of Ancient
and Colonial Andean Religion (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1991), 46.

Through the window of this time we must pause and ask our-

4. Ibid.

selves, how can we change?

5. Ibid., 49.

We must act. We must intentionally and collectively evolve. In

6. P. José de Arriaga, La Extirpación de la idolatría en el Perú , ser. 2, vol. 1 de Colección
de libros y documentos referentes a la historia del Perú, ed. H.H. Urteaga (1621; Lima, Peru:
Imprenta y Librería San Martín, 1920), 19-21.

answer to our despair, we must reach out and realign our relation to the wondrous w’aka world.
And so, in this w’aka moment, when our lives have grown at
once chaotic and still, I turn for guidance to the myths born
from this generous land that gave birth to me. I turn to my
mountain, to Guagua Pichincha, to Pacha Mama, to this most
beautiful and biodiverse luminescent sliver of our Mother
Earth. I remember the time when waters erased the face of the
Earth and two brothers survived because Guacamayo sisters
reached out in compassion across the species divide. I remember the skunk, cursed for his indifference and cruelty when
faced with another’s suffering. I remember the condor, blessed
for giving hope to a destitute beggar as he searched for his lost
love in a foreign land.
On my Facebook feed someone posts a video of a pair of endangered condors soaring through cerulean skies over Quito’s
silent airport.
My heart aches in joy. My heart aches in longing.
My heart aches in absolute despair.
I think of Yeats and his reeling birds. I think of Viracocha and
his blessing.
I sing and pray to the birds.
May those who have ears, hear.
I sing and pray to the birds.
May those who have life, transform.

Raised in the Ecuadorian Amazon and Andes among volcanoes,
Lisa María Madera’s writing explores the intersections of religion,
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Biophony
LISA H. SIDERIS

O for that warning voice, which he who saw
Th’ Apocalypse, heard cry in Heav’n
—John Milton, Paradise Lost

As a longtime admirer of Rachel Carson, and someone habit-

After the world has ended
After the silent spring
Into the waiting silence another song begins
—Neil Gaiman, “After the Silence”

ing. But when spring came to the Northern hemisphere this

he environmental movement, it might be said, was
born in silence. In Silent Spring (1962), Rachel
Carson issued a dire warning about the silencing of
nature through indiscriminate use of chemical pesticides that
laid waste to birds and insects. Carson’s ominous title was
inspired by the closing lines of John Keats’s ballad, “La Belle
Dame sans Merci”: “the sedge is wither’d from the lake/And no
birds sing.” In the book’s opening fable, Carson depicts a small
bucolic town turned eerily quiet. In the farm fields and countryside, “there was a strange stillness,” Carson writes. “The
birds, for example—where had they gone?” Trees and flowers
bloomed, showy as ever, but no bees were there to greet them.
The strange “shadow of death” crept into the houses as well.
“In the town the doctors had become more and more puzzled
by new kinds of sickness appearing among their patients.”1

to a trickle, and cars disappeared from the streets. University

T

ually attuned to environmental apocalypse, I suppose I have
been conditioned to associate disaster with nature’s silencyear, something unexpected happened. A virus, whose origins
almost certainly lie in human disruption of the natural world,
drove people indoors for weeks on end. Air travel dwindled
campuses emptied out, just as trees and flowers were exploding with color. The birds, meanwhile, grew bold and raucous.
Spring rains and thunderstorms—had they always been so
deafening? Nature, it seemed, had succeeded in silencing
us. Or rather, humans, through repeated rending of nature’s
fabric, and reckless trafficking of wildlife, had brought nature
roaring back. “We made the Coronavirus,” nature writer David
Quammen warned in a New York Times op-ed that appeared in
late January, well before most Americans took any note of the
threat.2 We shook the virus loose from the tree of life, enabling
it to leap from bats to pangolins to us in a process scientists call
zoonosis. Now we were the hosts. “The people,” as Carson says,
“had done it themselves.”3
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As the human world slowed to a crawl, good news stories began

restore nature is just another way of recentering humans as

popping up all over social media. (In 2020, it feels wrong to

heroes of the story. “With a few weeks’ supply of shelf-stable

invoke “viral” or “wildfire” metaphors to describe the uncon-

foods and unhinged Netflix docuseries,” Hess mockingly ob-

tainable spread of anything, but suffice it to say, the stories

serves, “we can save the planet.”5 Only when viewed through

were widely shared.) With humans on lockdown, rivers were

the lenses of privilege—rose-tinted with the stubborn traces

running clear, and the birds and fish were returning. Herds of

of human exceptionalism—does the pandemic show its

animals were reclaiming city streets. With the sudden retreat

silver lining.

of air and light pollution, the Milky Way glowed once more in
urban night skies and seldom-seen mountaintops were visible
in daylight hours. Modest climate goals seemed achievable. A
few of these stories, it turns out, were no more than wishful
thinking, fake news. But their propagation expresses a genuine
longing to believe our damage is not irreparable, that nature
retains power over us.

The environmental movement, it might be
said, was born in silence.

◆◆◆

The expression “silver lining” comes down to us from John
Milton’s Comus, a masque written in praise of chastity in 1634.
A scene unfolds in a “wilde Wood” where a lady is traveling
with her two brothers. The men go foraging for food and do not
return. Terrified, the lady beseeches God to save her, and calls
on “Faith” and “Hope” to comfort her. A silver glint in the night
sky appears as an auspicious sign. “Was I deceived,” she asks,
“or did a sable cloud/Turn forth her silver lining on the night?”
Around a decade before Milton coined this phrase, London suf-

In my particular corner of the academic universe there has
emerged a chorus of well-meaning criticism directed at anyone
who would proclaim an “environmental” silver lining to the
pandemic.4 As advocates of environmental justice have long
warned, solutions to the crisis must address the underlying
disparities of wealth and opportunity that enable environmental harms, like climate impacts, to fall disproportionately on
poor and marginalized people. In the same way, COVID-19
both exposes and exacerbates the appalling inequities that put
vulnerable populations directly in the crosshairs of the virus.
While the well-to-do can escape the crowded, COVID-ravaged

fered an outbreak of the plague that killed a sixth of the city’s
population. When the plague reached Cambridge, sixty miles
away, where Milton was a first-year student, the university
closed down and Milton fled. Scholars speculate that this event
inspired in Milton a lifelong preoccupation with apocalypse.
He would endure many other crises, and additional run-ins
with plague. Yet, despite a bold and unconventional life,
Milton remains saddled with a bland, goody-two-shoes reputation. Never mind that Milton was a “sensuous Puritan” who
defended divorce and polygamy, Jonathan Rosen writes in The
New Yorker. “Never mind that he survived imprisonment, the

cities, immersing themselves in therapeutic nature walks and

threat of execution and assassination, the plague and the Great

sourdough starters, the less fortunate are left to play the odds

Fire of London,” among other personal and political upheav-

in the ventilator lottery.

als (he coined the word pandemonium, after all). Even “blind

Seen in this light, widely shared images of nature’s apparent
revival and their suggestion of human obsolescence or banishment are not so much “pastoral” as “post-apocalyptic,” writes
New York Times critic Amanda Hess. Environmental scholars have a term for this apocalyptic mood: “disanthropy”—the
fantasy of a world without humans. To celebrate images of

and disillusioned,” Rosen notes, he managed to dictate “the
greatest long poem in the English language.”6 Wordsworth,
in an homage to Milton, praises the “cheerful godliness” with
which his predecessor moved through the world. Milton, we
might surmise, was attuned not just to apocalypse but silver
linings as well.

nature rebounding in the virus’s wake is to applaud a crass,

Belief in silver linings and a penchant for end-times proph-

Malthusian vision, an ecofascist agenda that values environ-

ecy might seem like contradictory impulses. This is likely

mental gains above particular human lives. Some humans,

because the former has come to suggest a Pollyannaish dis-

critics rightly remind us, are daily put at risk in meatpacking

position (though Milton, we should note, never suggested

facilities, grocery store check-outs, and Amazon warehouses,

that every cloud has a silver lining), while the latter betokens

while the rest of us sit back and enjoy the view—and await our

gloom-and-doom fatalism. But as theologians Catherine Keller

deliveries. At the same time, the illusion that a brief period of

and John J. Thatamanil have recently pointed out, the word

(mostly couch-potato-style) sacrifice on our part will heal and

apocalypse, in its ancient connotations, suggests not a violent
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cataclysm but an unveiling or revelation. Apocalyptic prophecy
is not a prediction but the revealing of “underlying patterns,” a
“dream-reading” of human systems and values, and their deep
meanings and often deeper contradictions.7 It was this sort of
prophecy that Rachel Carson undertook in Silent Spring, in
exposing ever-worsening patterns of human destruction that
imperil nature’s own ancient and underlying order. With Keller
and Thatamanil, we might ask: What is the pandemic unveiling
to us? What had we been unable to see? Patterns of profound
inequality and injustice. Our inescapable entanglement with
the broader spectrum of life. Our own complicity. If we attend
to these unveilings, they argue, the pandemic “will have served
as properly apocalyptic.”8

The word apocalypse, in its ancient
connotations, suggests not a violent
cataclysm but an unveiling or revelation.

come to appreciate that “every species has a sonic signature,
and individuals within species have their own unique voices.
In this diversity of acoustic expression are embedded many
meanings.” Bird songs are not the “dead clanking” or “utilitarian grunts” of Cartesian machines genetically programmed to
find food and mates.10 Birds are complex, perceptive, improvisational. The pandemic is an opportunity to cultivate the gift
of attending to them in the midst of grief, fear, and isolation.
◆◆◆

In spring 2020, when the virus shut down my college campus,
abruptly sending courses online and students scurrying home,
I was teaching a class on the topic of extinction. Like many
courses I teach on environmental issues, the material seemed
sadly apposite in light of current events. For me, one of the
most compelling topics on a course syllabus suffused with dark
portent was the work of Bernie Krause. Krause is an ecologist
and one-time studio musician who has spent decades recording natural soundscapes (his film credits include the iconic

Silver linings and apocalypse both engage us, then, in a process

helicopter sound effects featured in the 1979 film Apocalypse

of discernment, of dream-reading the signs, systems, and pat-

Now). Apocalypse stalks him, and he it: Krause estimates that

terns. Happily, I would argue, the virus has unveiled not just

more than half of the natural soundscapes he has recorded

human flaws and system failures, but also existing patterns of

have now fallen silent, as habitat destruction and a warming

beauty and animacy in the non-human world. For many of us,

climate have wreaked havoc on birds, insects, and amphibians.

these went largely unseen—and especially unheard—in the pre-

For those trained to listen to soundscapes, climate change and

COVID world. Birdwatching agencies around the world report
record numbers of inquiries from people wondering whether
the avian world has grown louder and livelier this year. In
reality, ornithologists explain, birds are probably singing more
softly than usual at the moment, for they are not forced to
compete with the fossil-fueled din of humans. In the absence
of human-produced noise—what ecologists call “anthropopho-

its reshuffling of biotic systems can be heard in nature’s shifting
orchestral patterns: some species are audibly abundant where
they shouldn’t be; other voices are arriving earlier or later than
usual, and some are missing from the symphony altogether.
Rehearsing the details of soundscape extinction with my students might have been a dispiriting exercise, in a course on an

ny”—we are simply attending more closely to the birds.

alarming subject, in the midst of a rampaging virus. But the

Birds have long been regarded as omens and messengers. Their

of whom were now joining class discussion via Zoom technolo-

proximity to the sky makes them ready symbols of freedom
and hope. The biblical dove signifies purity and peace, and the
spirit of God is said to descend like a dove. Dark-hued birds
and birds of prey are often satanic stand-ins in literature, as
with Milton’s cormorant who perches atop the Tree of Life,
eyeing Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. “In the voices of
birds we hear augury, portent, prophesy,” biologist and nature

conversation took an oddly uplifting turn. My students, most
gy from far-flung parts of the U.S.—Texas, New York, Chicago,
Minnesota—had their own stories to tell about the sudden liveliness of the particular landscapes and soundscapes they call
home. The calming of human activity had foregrounded the
sounds of nonhuman life—what ecologists call “biophony”—in
ways that were now apparent to all of us.

writer David Haskell observes. Humans, as distant evolution-

We compared notes about what we were seeing and hearing,

ary relatives of birds, equipped with our distinctive mammali-

or learning to hear again, in the outside world. In the general

an auditory apparatus, often struggle to understand bird lan-

slowing of life’s pace, some students reported a growing at-

guage. The gulf between our species and theirs can be bridged

tunement to a full spectrum of sounds, indoor and outdoor,

by “the gift of our attention,” Haskell writes. He urges us to

human and non-human—an awakening of their animal senses

undertake listening as a kind of spiritual exercise. We might

to the creaking of stairs or the hum of a refrigerator. Isolated

9

Biophony   87

at home for long hours with parents and siblings, they were
re-learning how to distinguish the footfalls of different family

4. See for example, Amanda J. Baugh, “Environmental Gains Are Not a Silver Lining of
Covid-19,” April 15, 2020, https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/responses/environmentalgains-are-not-a-silver-lining-of-covid-19.

members. “When I was a kid, staying up late,” one student told

5. A. Hess, “The Rise of the Coronavirus Nature Genre,” New York Times, April 17, 2020.

us, “I had to learn to tell my sister’s footsteps from my mom’s,

6. J. Rosen, “Return to Paradise,” The New Yorker Magazine, May 26, 2008.

so I wouldn’t get in trouble.” I relayed to them the discovery
I recently made, while conducting my entire life from a tiny
home office at the top of the stairs, that my teenage son whistles absentmindedly throughout the day, a trait he shares with

7. C. Keller and J.J. Thatanamil, “Is This an Apocalypse? We Certainly Hope So—You
Should Too,” ABC Religion and Ethics, April 15, 2020, https://www.abc.net.au/religion/catherine-keller-and-john-thatamanil-why-we-hope-this-is-an-apo/12151922.
8. Ibid.

his father.

9. D.G. Haskell, “The Voices of Birds and the Language of Belonging,” Emergence Magazine, https://emergencemagazine.org/story/the-voices-of-birds-and-the-language-of-belonging/, accessed September 18, 2020.

Cultural ecologist David Abram reminds us that humans

10. Ibid.

possess deeply engrained, if largely forgotten, animal senses.

11. D. Abram, “Waking Our Animal Senses,” Wild Earth 7, no. 1 (1997): 8.

Those who work to preserve what remains of the natural world,
he writes, “must work as well for a return to our senses, and
for a renewed respect for sensorial modes of knowing.”11 The
pandemic has made this work a little easier, through the gift
of cross-species listening and watching. In the wake of the
unasked-for silencing of the human world, and in nature’s
unexpected sights and sounds, we can read signs not just of
warning, but of comfort and hope. Humans, like birds, are not
programmed machines, but creatures capable of nuance, complexity, responsiveness. We can dwell in states of ambiguity
and contradiction, or what Keats famously called negative capability. And so it’s possible, I think, for us to embrace nature’s
hopeful signs without assenting to a crude utilitarian calculus
that treats the suffering of some humans as an acceptable price
to pay for environmental perks and privileges. We might also
counter our egotistical need to position ourselves as nature’s
savior by focusing less on our own disrupted routines and their
consequences, and more on the ever-present vital agency of
beings all around us. The pandemic has simply revealed what
was already there beneath the ceaseless anthropophony: our
fellow creatures striving to produce meaning and beauty in
their own fragile worlds. The revelation is its own silver lining.
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Healing Sacred Earth
CURT MEINE

It is good for us, too, to touch the earth. We, and our children, need
the chance to walk upon the sacred earth, this final abiding place of
all that lives. We must preserve our sacred places in order to know
our place in time, our reach to eternity.

of the Nation is one of determined resistance and resilience.

—N. Scott Momaday, “Sacred Places”

ceremony. Ours is the kick-off event of the first day, a “Day of

T

he sun is rising and the sky is brazen blue. A dozen
volunteers have shown up on this unseasonably cold
October morning in southern Wisconsin. As a sharp

In 2014 the Hoocąk acquired 1,550 acres of the former Badger
Plant land, taking it back into their care. Indigenous Peoples’
Day in fact comprises three days of service, celebration, and
Restoration: Healing our Mother Earth and ourselves through
hands-on activities.” We will gather seeds of native prairie
plants for the Nation to use in its land restoration work.

wind blows from the northwest, we turn collars up, pull hoods

The Badger Army Ammunition Plant occupied 7,354 acres,

over heads, and await late arrivals. We are standing next to a

including a significant portion of the historic Sauk Prairie, a

rusty chain-link fence at the entrance of what for six decades

14,000-acre outlier at the northeast edge of the mid-continent’s

was a major U.S. military production facility, the Badger Army

tallgrass prairie. Only a few tiny, isolated remnants of the Sauk

Ammunition Plant. Our modest group has come here today to

Prairie remain. Beginning in the early 1840s, farmers from the

help heal this Sacred Earth.

eastern United States, Switzerland, Germany, and other parts

We have come together on the occasion of the inaugural recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ Day in Sauk County. The
county is named after the allied Sauk (Sac/Asakiwaki) and
Fox (Meskwaki) tribes who, driven from the western Great
Lakes, inhabited a village and cultivated lands along the nearby
Wisconsin River in the 1700s. The Sauk and Fox then migrated to lands downstream along the Mississippi River in what is
now Illinois and Iowa.

of Western Europe converted almost all of the prairie and associated oak savannah to agriculture and homesteads. A century
later, in the months following the bombing of Pearl Harbor,
the U.S. Department of Defense took over some eighty farmsteads and other properties to construct the “Badger Ordnance
Works.” At the height of production in World War II, ten thousand workers—including many Hoocąk members—worked
around-the-clock shifts in this rural munitions factory, turning
out smokeless powder, acid, and propellant for the war effort.

We are here at the invitation, and at the service, of the Hoocąk

As recently as 2007, fourteen hundred buildings, most of them

(Ho-Chunk, meaning People of the Sacred Voice). The place

long dormant and deteriorating, barnacled the land. Their

where we gather belongs to the Nation’s ancestral territory.

remains, including the asbestos siding and lead paint used in

Through a series of treaties contrived in the 1820s and 1830s,

their construction, are now entombed in a secure landfill on

the Hoocąk lost their hold on their homelands. But the story

the other side of the Badger lands.
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On this chill morning, we all need to get our blood and bodies

she and her father are laughing in the tallgrass. The two young

moving. But before the work begins we introduce ourselves

first-timer guys are in competition to fill the most paper sacks

and say a few words about what brought us here today. Some
of us are veterans of twenty-five years of community effort to
transition this place to a conservation future. We are here out
of dogged—some might say irrational—persistence. We can
hardly remember a time when the reimagining of “Badger” was
not a part of our daily lives and consciousness. Others are fresh
faces and therefore deeply appreciated by us old hands. One

with seed. Randy, who oversees the Hoocąk land restoration
work, beams as the bags of genetic wealth accumulate. It is
his—and the Nation’s—necessary raw material for next year’s
planting. I come upon a patch of tall, scratchy-leaved Compass
Plant. It’s not among our target species today, but I can’t resist
adding it to the seed mix in my bag. Handsome, deep-rooted,

first-timer says, “I saw the notice about Indigenous Peoples’

sunflowery Compass Plant, who brings such outrageous yellow

Day. I knew about Badger and just wanted to do something.”

joy to our summer. The world needs more of you.

In fact, only one among us is Hoocąk. Kristin WhiteEagle is

Kristin stands at the meeting place of
tradition and transformation, Native
American and Euro-American experience,
cultural trauma and reconciliation. So, in
some manner, do we all.

the last to introduce herself. Kristin has played a key role in
organizing the three days of events. She is an elected representative in the Nation’s tribal legislature. She is also an elected
member of the county board of supervisors, the first Native
American to so serve. Kristin offers a welcome and remarks.
She speaks of the value of this land to the Hoocąk, and of its
spiritual significance. “We are seeing a change in the world.
We must look to the future and think about the generations to
come. What we need is what this place can give.” Kristin stands
at the meeting place of tradition and transformation, Native
American and Euro-American experience, cultural trauma and
reconciliation. So, in some manner, do we all. Perhaps that is
what brought everyone here today.
Our troupe walks across an expanse of decaying parking lot,

Indeed it does. For there is some bittersweet in here as well.
We are collecting seeds, not from a native prairie remnant, but
from a patch we planted fifteen years before, a decade before
the Hoocąk were able to secure this land. Over time, the odd
bits of remaining intact prairie in this area have blinked out
one by one. Ideally, we would collect from whatever hanger-on prairie pieces we can find. We would try to sustain as

where dozens of buses once disgorged workers coming to the

much local genetic diversity—as wide a kinship of evolution-

plant from a hundred miles around. We all pause spontaneously

ary prairie relations—as possible. But we are sampling from

at a spot where a single eight-foot stalk of Big Bluestem, wearing

samples now. We keep losing our vestiges of prairie. We keep

its fall colors of burnt red and royal purple, sprouts forth tri-

losing our connections with land, with one another, with an-

umphantly from a four-inch hole in the asphalt. This sovereign

cestors, with all the living beings of the land, and with all their

citizen of the tallgrass prairie has found a roothold, tenuous

ancestors. We keep losing ourselves.

yet tenacious, in its ancestral territory. We will collect seeds
of Big Bluestem and several other species. Fragrant bunched
tubules of Bergamot and fluffy seedlets of Stiff Goldenrod. Tiny

Here at Sacred Earth we may begin a healing, and we may
come to reclaim ourselves.

black dots of Black-Eyed Susan and anise-scented caps of Grey
Headed Coneflower. After a very wet summer, all the prairie

◆◆◆

plants are lush. The coppery-gold seedheads of Indian Grass

What’s in a name? Here, everything. After internal delibera-

stand out especially high, like long plumes. No species reaches

tion, elders of the Hoocąk bestowed a name upon this place:

out so irresistibly to the human hand. Its seed zips off its high

Maa Wákąčąk. Pronounced Maa-wah’-kun-chunk. Sacred

stem so satisfyingly. Kristin muses that we ought to petition for

land. Sacred Earth.

a name change. Let’s call it “Indigenous Grass.”

The land here sits in a basin of sorts. To the north, the Baraboo

Although cold, it is a sweet morning. My friend Mike is out with

Hills rise seven hundred feet above the surrounding landscape.

his teenage daughter Ava. At first she stayed warm in the car,

The hard pink quartzite of the hills dates to the Precambrian,

seemingly aloof and unenthusiastic about this whole exercise.

more than a billion and a half years ago. To the south and west,

But she emerged when the collecting commenced, and now

bluffs of 500-million-year old sandstone line the horizon. To
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the east, a modest ridge—the Johnstown Moraine—marks the

than six hundred Hoocąk people perished. Finally, in 1865

furthest extent of the last glacier’s advance in this area, some

the Hoocąk sold their Crow Creek holdings, purchased land

24,600 years ago. With these geological features on display

from the Omaha along the Missouri River in eastern Nebraska,

and their scales of time overlaid, there is no better place to tell

and established the Nebraska Winnebago Reservation. (The

the story of how this land came to be. It is Wisconsin’s geolog-

Wisconsin portion of the tribe reclaimed its traditional name

ical umbilicus, its narrative navel.

Ho-Chunk in 1994.)

Adjacent to Maa Wákąčąk, just over the rim of the Baraboo

Through all these episodes of displacement, and in the face of

Hills, sits Devil’s Lake. The lake, perched in a gorge blocked
on both ends by the glacial moraine, is the main attraction in a
state park that is among the most popular in the Midwest. Two
million people come every year to enjoy the lake’s cool waters

regular removals from Wisconsin by the U.S. Army, members
of the Hoocąk resisted. A people of the prairie/woodland
border, many Hoocąk never felt at home in the northern
forests of Minnesota or the treeless plains of Dakota and

and hike its precipitous trails through the surrounding hills.

Nebraska. Some simply refused to leave Wisconsin, individu-

The lake has always been a vital feature in the Hoocąk land-

small towns. Some peeled away from the trails of removal, re-

scape, culture, and cosmology. The Hoocąk hold stories of
how this deep lake and its boulder-strewn bowl came to be.
Earthmaker created a giant water spirit whose body heat

als and families holding on amid the colonized farmlands and
turning to western Wisconsin overland or via the Missouri and
Mississippi Rivers. Once returned, many purchased plots of
their ancestral lands through fee simple title. Scattered about

melted ancient snows and ice, allowing the waters to flow. The

the upper Midwest from rural Wisconsin, Iowa, and Minnesota

water spirit carved channels for the waters, and then plunged

to Chicago and other cities, members of the Hoocąk, unlike

deep into the earth where the lake now sits. From a distance the

other Wisconsin tribes, do not have a land base in a single con-

Hoocąk heard the great shock of the impact and followed the

tiguous reservation.

sound to its sacred source. Later, the Thunderbird (Wakąja)
and the Water Spirits (Wakjexira) waged a war at the lake. In
the course of their terrible struggle, boulders were torn from
the surrounding bluffs and cast up from beneath the waters.
For the Hoocąk and their tribal kin, this was a homing point
between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River. It was, and

The land is rendered sacred by cultural
memory and story, history and intent. It is a
place, however degraded and burdened by
its troubled past, of continuity and renewal.

is, Te Wákąčąk. Day-wah’-kun-chunk. Spirit Lake. Holy Lake.
Sacred Lake. Lake of the Spirit Voices.
The Hoocąk have now returned to Sacred Earth. And the
Sacred Earth has returned to the Hoocąk.
The trail back has been long and unimaginably arduous. Two
treaties, drawn up in 1829 and 1832, removed the Hoocąk
from other portions of what are now southern Wisconsin and
northern Illinois. In 1837 a third and especially egregious and
fraudulent treaty forced the Hoocąk from this area, and out of
Wisconsin entirely. They were exiled to a “Neutral Ground”
across the Mississippi River in northeast Iowa and adjacent
Minnesota, pressed precariously between the rivaling Sauk
and Fox to the south and Dakota to the north. That proved

Jon Greendeer served as the tribe’s elected president when the
Sacred Earth came back into the arms of the Hoocąk. Of the
tribe’s dispersed land base, he said, “If your goal is to preserve
your people, your culture, your language, it’s the worst thing on
Earth. Our families have been ripped apart, our communities
have been disenfranchised, our stories have been lost, our villages are no longer. We’ve lost a lot.” Greendeer worked tirelessly to secure the land transfer. Maa Wákąčąk is now the largest
piece of land the Nation has regained in its ancestral territory. Its acquisition by the Hoocąk also marked the first time in
American history that land controlled by the U.S. Department
of Defense was returned to a Native American tribe.

untenable, especially as further waves of European settlers

Sacred Earth might seem a far stretch of a name for this

came into the Iowa Territory. Over the next three decades,

place. The Sauk Prairie of 1837 has disappeared. Most of its

the Hoocąk were continually uprooted and relocated: to Long

native plants have been banished, and many of its animals are

Prairie in central Minnesota in 1848; to Blue Earth in southern

missing. Its prairie soils were long ago turned up, plowed again

Minnesota in 1855; to Crow Creek in South Dakota in 1863.

and again and again, paved over, built over, fouled with the

Forced to march to Crow Creek in the severe winter, more

toxic by-products of industrial production. Its surface waters
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were ditched and drained, diverted and buried. Plumes of

document included a clear directive: future uses and activities

contaminated groundwater now course beneath the surface of

should “contribute to the reconciliation and resolution of past

Sacred Earth. A busy highway forms the western boundary of

conflicts involving the loss and contamination of the natural

the property. A private company, grandfathered in when the

environment, the displacement of Native Americans and Euro-

land transferred, occupies several buildings. There they test

American farmers, and the effects of war.”

rocket engine technologies and offer science instruction to
Hoocąk youth. In short, this is a worldly place, carrying harsh
stories of loss and damage. One might say that reimagining it
as sacred land is harder than rocket science.
And yet, the land is rendered sacred by cultural memory and
story, history and intent. It is a place, however degraded and
burdened by its troubled past, of continuity and renewal. Maa
Wákąčąk carries this conviction: that all places, by the very fact
of their existence, and by the relations we recognize and honor
and build, bear the sacred. In gathering these prairie seeds together, we take a small but crucial step in reestablishing our
kinship ties with the plants and animals, between people and
the land, between our different human communities, between
all the generations behind us and all those yet to come. We
consecrate the space—we make it sacred together. This
morning we walk softly upon the land, quietly collecting minute

It is never easy to turn a page on pain, much less on generations of trauma. But all pledged to try.
And it not easy to know how to be an ally in that effort, how to
help renew kinship. But perhaps it begins with small acts that
reconstitute our connections in the land.
Here, renewal may begin with silence, and listening with
respect to the stories of the land. Those stories are layered
across time, from the Precambrian quartzite to the present.
They include the accounts of ancient oceans and upheavals,
of rocks tumbling against long-ago seashores, of recurring
ice ages and changing climates, of the ever-changing host of
living beings. They include tales of all the people who have
come and gone and returned and rooted themselves. Like the
long-lost prairie, these stories exist in fragmented and isolated remnants. Many stories are just barely hanging on. Others

seeds of potential prairie. But from this small piece of Sacred

have blinked out forever. But that is why we are here today.

Earth, shock waves may ripple forth. The land shakes with the

Together, we might be able to collect just enough bits of story

power of Waterspirits and the cries of Thunderbirds.

to plant and grow a new chapter.

◆◆◆

The story of Sacred Earth involves multiple episodes of painful
transformation and alienation. In signing the spurious 1837
treaty, the Hoocąk delegates believed they had agreed to terms
that granted the tribe eight years to leave Wisconsin. They were

There is a fine debate unfolding these
days about approaches to ecological
restoration under conditions of accelerating
climate change.

later informed that the treaty gave them eight months. In 1942,
following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the farming families
of Sauk Prairie were allowed three months to auction off their
farms, equipment, and livestock, and to vacate their properties.
(In an ironic inversion of cultural stratigraphy, Maa Wákąčąk
now hosts a modest memorial to the farmers who gave up their
land to the war effort.) As the Cold War wound down, and the
Badger Plant stayed still, U.S. Army workers signed up for
unemployment. With the decommissioning of the munitions
plant in 1997, years of difficult public controversy about its
future commenced.

Here, renewal may also begin with gathering these seeds to establish a fresh prairie. There is a fine debate unfolding these
days about approaches to ecological restoration under conditions of accelerating climate change. Our region of southern
Wisconsin is seeing the effects. Over the past century, average
temperatures here have risen about two degrees. Extreme precipitation and disastrous floods occur with increasing frequency. Why restore prairie when the world in which the prairie
evolved is being so quickly and radically transformed? How can
we restore prairie when the climate we humans are disrupting

That future was finally defined through an intense process of

will make such efforts obsolete—and when our communities

community engagement, education, and dialogue. That con-

are divided and our social systems in turmoil? Is “restoring”

versation included the Hoocąk; federal, state, and local gov-

a native ecosystem in fact an exercise in futility? How can we

ernments; non-profit organizations and businesses; educa-

plant a future that bears no apparent resemblance or connec-

tors and neighboring landowners. The resulting consensus

tion to the past?
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On this wind-chilled morning, collecting seeds, next to an
old parking lot with Big Bluestem sprouting through cracks,
we can imagine answers. We can see a prairie sucking carbon
back into its soils, filtering water through its roots, providing a
home to meadowlarks and bobolinks and monarchs and rustypatched bumble bees, and, maybe, someday, to elk and bison
and prairie chickens. We can listen to the words of the Hoocąk,
the People of the Sacred Voice, calling upon Mąą’ų́ną (Maona,
Earthmaker) and inviting back the mos-ka’ (prairie). We can
be allies in this work by making common cause, knowing that,
while facing our shared and uncertain future, we must honor
our kinship more than ever.
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Sourdough Time and
the Time of Protest:
Reflections on the Pace
of Planetary Becoming
WHITNEY A. BAUMAN

M

any of us have experienced a ripple in the fabric
of chronological time during the calendar year of
2020. We (humans) may know (intuitively) that
time is a relative thing and that chronological time is an imposition upon the ebb and flow of bodies in movement through
space. For a young child, a day might seem like forever, and
the anticipation a child has during the few weeks leading up
to a holiday or birthday may make that time seem as long as
the rest of the entire year. Personally, as a teenager I remember times when I actually felt bored. I’m not sure I have felt
that way since I started college. On the contrary, each day now
seems like an hour and each year seems to get faster and faster.
I remember as a graduate student, telling my eighty-something-year-old grandmother about how fast time seemed to be
going, and without skipping a beat, she turned to me and said:
How do you think I feel?
Philosophers and scientists alike have tried to explain this phenomenon of time.1 Perhaps it has something to do with the fact
that when we are young, every experience is fresh and new, and
the more we experience the world, the more our brains prune
out information and relegate it to the background. If it takes
contrast and difference to experience the feeling of time, then
the less we pay attention to it, the faster it seems to go. And
there is also likely a physiological reason for the seeming increase in the speed of time as we age. Maybe certain parts of
our brains are shrinking, or we have less of a certain hormone.
Regardless, the experience of the relativity of time, the fact that
it is not stable, is, I would wager, not something most humans
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think about during our waking lives. Instead, we (especially we
Moderns) point to clocks when asked what time it is or what
time itself is: it’s based on the GMT and has seconds, minutes,
hours, days, months, years, decades, centuries, and millennia.
Strangely, we tend to ignore the different times of the Jewish,
Muslim, Chinese, Buddhist, and other calendars. Instead, the
chronological calendar of modernity (also the Christian solar
calendar) gave up its BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini)
and opted for BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common
Era) so that it would seem universal. The modern chronological calendar literally wrote out its Christian/Roman cultural
heritage and just hitched itself to the chronological passing of
time. But what has any of these calendrical times to do with the
nature and experience of time?
Rarely do we stop and ask ourselves about time as an experience. There was a time, very recently, before the standardization of the twenty-four-hour GMT day, and a time before
clocks. How was time experienced before that? Surely most
readers would not argue that time didn’t exist before the invention of something to measure it. In the twentieth century,
Einstein came up with a physical description of time in his
famous theory of relativity: E=MC2. For him, energy and
matter are not different, and matter is a collection of energy in
spacetime. In his equation, the speed of time is relative to the
gravitational pull between two objects: the more gravity, the
more time slows down, so the further away from the gravitational pull, the faster time goes. The gravitas of this situation:
there is no constant time.
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I’m not qualified to argue the ins and outs of Einstein’s theory

that include humans, technology, the buildings we sit in, cities,

of relativity, but instead, I want to talk about what the relativity

and so on. This then becomes a launching pad for the question

of experienced time means for embodiment and the multiple

that drives the whole course: How have we thought ourselves

bodies that make up this planetary community of which we

outside of nature, and how can we begin to rethink ourselves

are a part. In particular, I argue that the current pandemic has

back into the rest of the natural world—or what I call “the plan-

given many of us an opportunity to experience the relativity

etary community”?

of time in new ways, and to see the imposition of chronological time over the face of the entire planetary community as an
illusion.2 This imposition was strengthened in the nineteenth
century through the fossil-fueling of time. What I want to argue
in this short essay is that in order to address some of the problems of the Anthropocene, or Capitolocene or “fossil-fueled”
era, as I like to call it, we need to take advantage of this ripple
in the seemingly stable fossil-fueled chronological spell of time
many of us moderns have fallen under.
FOSSIL-FUELED TIMES AND CERTAINTY
(AND CONFUSION)

If most people don’t think about time on a daily basis, probably even fewer see “thinking about time” as an issue of justice
or environmental sustainability. With so much going on in the
world and in our daily lives, thinking about time is—well, something we don’t have time to do. At best, “thinking about time”
is probably viewed as a luxury that maybe academics such as

Over the years of teaching this course, a lot of provisional
answers have emerged, but one thing I keep coming back to
is the importance of the fossil fuel revolution in humanity.
True, there is the argument that Christianity historically paints
humans as special and “made in the image of God,” and this
has contributed to the rise of technologies that led to the extraction of fossil fuels;4 but there is no point in history we can
single out that featured more drastic change than the Industrial
Revolution. The extraction of fossil fuels—first coal and later
petrol—has led to the speeding up of time and the ability to
impose the chronological time of modernity over the face of the
planet. This imposition of the twenty-four-hour GMT clock,
though never fully complete, was not realized globally until the
middle of the twentieth century.5 Indeed, it took a lot of effort
to bring nearly the entire world under the spell of GMT, and the
speed at which fossil fuel enabled some humans to increase the
pace of life only cemented the need for this chronological time.

myself can afford. I want to argue the opposite: thinking about

Chronological time is the mechanical tick of the clock, met-

time is something we who are concerned with issues of social

aphorically aligned to Newton’s mechanical universe and a

justice and ecological degradation should—and must—do more

mechanistic understanding of life. It is a vision of time created

of. My argument has a lot to do with what fuels our common

in the image of a machine, which then creates the technolo-

understanding of chronological time. In this day and age, that

gies that lent it ascendency in the world during the Industrial

fuel is fossilized.

Revolution and beyond into the present. Chronological time all

I want to talk about what the relativity of
experienced time means for embodiment
and the multiple bodies that make up this
planetary community of which we are a part.

but demands that our inquiries be limited to efficient causality—what immediately causes one thing to lead to another—
rather than encompassing the complex deliberations required
when thinking about formal and final causalities (which question how systems help to guide actions into certain ways of becoming over others, and how goals and dreams and purpose
help lead life in certain ways more than others).6 The mechanism of chronological time also works best under a system

As those in the energy humanities or those who talk about

and reality that is made up of discrete parts: individuals, dis-

“petrocultures” know well, the fossil-fueled era that we are all

tinct categories, boundaries, kinds, and species. The messi-

subject to on this planet has changed the way that we think

ness of hybridity and interrelatedness does not lend itself well

about what it means to be human in every way, including our

to chronological time. Finally, chronological time, because it

relationships to the rest of the natural world.3 Let me begin this

moves in seemingly lock-step independence from bodies and

discussion of fossil-fueled time with a simple question: What

the flow of life, demands certainty: we can’t build on the second

do you think of when you think of nature? This is the ques-

by second, minute by minute, hour by hour flow of time, which

tion I ask all of my college students on the first day of class in

of course must be “progressive,” if we are muddled with com-

“Earth Ethics.” I usually get answers such as: trees, the blue

plexity and uncertainties. Thus, chronological time projects

sky, whales, the ocean, and rivers. Very rarely do I get answers

uniformity onto the past, present, and future: we will always
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have the slow but steady movement that eventually leads to
progress built upon the (specifically Western) past. This projection of uniformity, as I will discuss further below, has led to
a whole host of violent acts toward bodies (human and other)
because messy, embodied reality does not and cannot conform
to this projection of uniform, chronological time. And the violence only gets worse when chronology becomes fossil-fueled.
Chronos (chronological order) and the standardization of space
and time go hand in hand. The effort to enforce a single time
over the face of the globe in industrialized nations, like the push
for sobriety—in both the sense of disposition and in substance
abstention—was also rooted in capitalism.7 Sober workers, and
workers who showed up on time and worked a specific amount
of time, were much more efficient for emerging industrial and
mercantile markets. This chronos and what could be done

lifetime is—in terms of quantity, not necessarily quality—way
more than what one could hope and dream for a hundred years
ago, and way more than what some who are outside of the socalled modern world or who don’t benefit from the fossil-fuel
extraction of the modern world can hope and dream for today.
This fast-paced, chronological time that is fossil-fueled is really
only available to some humans and favors maleness and whiteness.9 Yet the idea of progress that such a perspective invokes
and promotes is said to be possible for all. This is the great lie
of chronos: that there is a progressive lock-step time and that it
benefits everyone equally.

...messy, embodied reality does not
and cannot conform to... uniform,
chronological time.

during the workday were propelled by the “great acceleration”
that happened toward the end of the Second World War.8
The so-called great acceleration was when fossil-fueled technologies began to really take hold in the industrialized world, and
those technologies were then imposed on so-called developing
nations. The increase in speed of communication, transportation, and production meant that a lot more (of certain types of
work) could be done in a single day. More goods and services
produced, more distance traveled, and faster communication
meant that bodies, materials, and energy could be moved around
the planet at a faster and faster pace. My grandparents’ generation in the United States (the Depression-era kids also known
as the “Greatest Generation”) mostly lived their lives within a
one-hundred-mile radius. Like most peoples around the world,
they were born and died within a specific region. And the social
bonds that go along with such local lives were also much different. What could be done in a single lifetime, who one could fall
in love with and marry, and the hopes and dreams one had were
much different. Lives were lived at a much slower pace, so what

Not only does this sped-up time wear out human bodies through
stress (for those who benefit from this fossil-fueled time and for
those who do not, though at an unequal rate), it also incites violence toward many humans on a daily basis (some more than
others), and to the Earth bodies that make up the rest of the
planetary community. Fossil-fueled humanity, in its imposition
of chronological progress over the face of the entire planetary
community, is literally outstripping the carrying capacity of the
Earth and most bodies within it.10 Once one is inducted into
the fossil-fueled chronological time of progress, one begins to
understand humans as out of this world, because our hopes,
dreams, desires, and daily lives literally outstrip the carrying
capacity of the planet. Living “out of this world” is when one’s
ecological footprint is more than one planet.11
Furthermore, the homogenization of time glosses over the
different times of humanity, of love, of creativity, of justice;
the different times of the planet, of other animals, of moun-

was possible in terms of quantity was also much less.

tains, of rivers, of plants. It makes time-bending experiences,

Fast forward to now: we moderns are able to travel and move

of mind-altering drugs, hostile to progress. At the same time,

around the world, if we have the means and desire to do so,

it forces us to think in efficient, causal ways and in terms of

on a daily basis. This movement is, of course, faster or slower

certainty. Efficiency and certainty are the only epistemological

based upon race, class, sex, and other markers of our embod-

tools that can keep up with the pace of fossil-fueled progress.12

iments, but nonetheless there is a whole lot more movement

Uncertainty and complexity just slow everything down. As a

now than there was one hundred years ago. Our technologies

result, fossil-fueled humanity looks for and projects certainty

bring global flows of energy, materials, and information to

where there is none: hence alternative facts, fake news, con-

our households on a daily basis. Where one is born is much

spiracy theories, and the ignoring of the injustices and ecologi-

less likely to be the place where one goes to school, gets a job,

cal degradation caused by fossil-fueled time. It actually takes a

finds a lover, has multiple careers, and then dies. This speed

world-crumbling event, such as this current pandemic, to stop

also means that what we can hope and dream to do in a single

us in our tracks.
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such as those found in religious rituals and in the ingestion
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PLANETARY TIMES AND COMPLEXITY
(AND AMBIGUITY)

Furthermore, the more socially active mystics, such as St.

For many people, the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 has meant

world and that human time was only a small part of this. His

that the fabric of our times and of our worlds has unraveled a bit.

preaching to animals was a form of action within a cultural

With the frayed edges of worlds now exposed, we have time to

context in which most animal lives didn’t seem to matter. Or we

think about and critique different types of worlds and different

could think about the localism of Gandhi, also something that

paces of life. Yes, I am among the very privileged group of folks

takes a different understanding of time: we must take longer

who still has a steady paycheck, a place to live, good healthcare,

to produce our own goods locally versus continuing to buy

and who is relatively “safe” when it comes to such a pandemic.

cotton and fabrics that are produced in ways that further in-

From my position, I obviously have a different beginning point

justice toward other humans and the rest of the natural world.

of critique than do those who are not so fortunate. Let me refer

Or think about Martin Luther King’s understanding of dreams

to my own shift in thinking about time as the “time of sourdough

and how they shape reality. Dreams are definitely of another

bread,” and its relationship to another shift in time from those

time. Or his understanding of the arc of the moral universe as

who are more immediately threatened by daily life as “the time
of justice.” These are not unrelated, but obviously very different.
So, before I offend anyone by suggesting sourdough baking and

Francis, seemed to understand the time of the rest of the natural

much longer than the time of most humans.
In all these cases, time is lengthened, shortened, bent, and/or

justice making are on a level playing field, let me explain.

suspended. Such a blip in the usual experience of chronos can

Within the history of many different religious traditions, one

spective. It offers an apocalypse, an unveiling of the current

finds the importance of both contemplation and action. These
traditions often espouse that one should not be had without the
other, and they feed off of one another. Both intentional action
and informed contemplation take the kind of time that chronos
tends to gloss over. A uniform timeframe based upon efficient
causality, parsimony, and certainty does not lend itself to the
complex thinking that a relational world of evolving, porous
bodies requires.13 Many religious concepts, rituals, and traditions, at their best, have understood this complexity. We might
think of the porous boundaries between humans and non-human animals, or the living and dead that shamanic journeys
often cross over and highlight. Sometimes, these experiences
are aided by the use of mind-altering drugs. These altered experiences (in religious settings or otherwise) can be huge aids
in understanding reality from different perspectives, and one
of the primary ways these experiences work is through altering
our sense of time.
We might also think of the mystics in many traditions who have
operated on the boundary of religious authorities and have
often been considered dangerous. They are dangerous precisely
because they challenge the dominant received narratives and a

enable a glimpse into another world and/or into another perworld and perhaps a glimpse into another. One begins to
realize that reality contains multitudes: multitudes of worlds
and bodies with different understandings of time. We can talk
about cosmic time, the time of the known universe in which
we exist, or the time of the sun, or a comet; we can talk about
planetary times: the time of the planet as a body; or the times
of rivers, cats, mice, flies, forests, different peoples, and molecules and atoms. There are so many different times that together make up the planetary at any given moment. We can
never be expected to be aware of them all at once, but we can
get a glimpse into other times through various experiences I
have already mentioned, among many others. These times are
the times of living, complex, and deeply related things, bodies,
and events.

A uniform timeframe based upon efficient
causality, parsimony, and certainty does
not lend itself to the complex thinking
that a relational world of evolving, porous
bodies requires.

certain ordering of reality, and they ask people to cross borders,
blur boundaries, and turn assumptions on their heads. A
primary theme that mystics write about is altered experiences of
time. The beginning and the end are often blurred, for instance.

If we are to create a more just, equitable, and flourishing planetary community that is for the entire planetary community,

Rumi, for example, writes of “being freed from hourly time, from

then we must encourage practices that listen to these different

sequence and relation.”14 Or take the Gospel of John’s under-

times. The time of flourishing and justice requires attending

standing that in Jesus one finds both the Alpha and Omega. This

to multiple Earth bodies and how they are affected different-

destroys a linear, chronological understanding of time.

ly by different world constructions.15 I don’t think it is mere
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coincidence that the Black Lives Matter movement has accel-

Not attached to ends, but gratuitous bubbling, whether good or

erated action and awareness during the time of a global pan-

bad. If getting “back to normal” means paving over this imme-

demic. Pandemic time has enabled many of us to slow down,

diacy for some new end that will inevitably cause social injus-

pay attention, and be jolted out of our routine chronos time so

tice and environmental degradation, then we need to abandon

that we can be outraged at the broken systems around us (espe-

this type of ethical and moral thinking. What might an ethic

cially in the United States). In addition to this, modern peoples

and morality of the immediacy of life look like?

(especially white ones) are beginning to see just how much
climate change and fossil-fueled time are also issues of race.
Recently, Leah Thomas coined the term “intersectional environmentalism” to address the intersections of race, class, sex,
and so on, as well as environmental degradation.16 In addition,
speciesism is being seen as a function and support structure
for white racism and supremacy.17 It takes time, and listening
to multiple voices that are not necessarily part of the dominant
ethos, to make these connections between justice and environmental well-being. Furthermore, as Rob Nixon has already
alluded to, injustice is often the result of slow violence: not
planes crashing, buildings burning, or hurricanes. It is something that spans geographies and lifetimes so that it cannot be
seen living merely within the fossil-fueled chronological time.18
In order to address and correct the ills of slow violence and
social and environmental injustice, we must find ways to carve
spaces outside of the fossil-fueled time of chronos. We must
not rush away, but as Donna Haraway suggests, “stay with the
trouble.”19

Moving toward ends, we can treat the world
around us as means to greater and lesser
degrees. But what has happened now in
a time of corona is that these ends have
all been upended.

Rather than paving over the world with a fossil-fueled chronos,
what would happen if we began to dig in and stick with the
particulars of everyday lives? Tending to, mending, and caring:
these are old components of many a feminist ethic, not to
mention religious ideals.21 They are also represented in habits
and actions rather than ideas. The end is often so far away, all
we can do is think about it. But what if the end is over, and all
we have is the present and multiple planetary times that make
up our daily lives? During this time of corona, many of our daily
lives have been disrupted, and many people have not just sat
around staring at the illusion of their former life, awaiting its
return. No, people began to create different times: bird watching, gardening, sourdough baking, protesting, biking, puzzling,
board gaming. These are all different ways of understanding
time that are more focused on the action of the present than on
some end that is far away. These pandemic practices help keep
us focused on the present. And maybe we should find ways to
hold onto all these pandemic practices, so that they help us
resist the return to “normal.” What could a return to “normal”
mean after a decrease in greenhouse gases, the tearing down
of racist statues, and the passing of legislation and reform that
aim to root out systemic racism? Is there a “return to normal”
that doesn’t include these? Or gay marriage? Or women’s
rights? Or concern for the rest of the planetary community? If
that is the goal, then I hope we all practice the art of failure.22
Holding on to these practices of alternative times, of slower
times, of times that are more at the pace of planetary bodies,

STAYING WITH THE TROUBLE AT A PLANETARY PACE

may help us to structure our worlds differently and outside of
the neck-snapping and back-breaking confines of fossil-fueled

With chronological time, there is a tendency to move toward

chronos. Our lives, and many lives of the planetary community,

goals and specific ends. We go to college to get a job; and/or we

may very well depend upon this shift.

get a job to make money so we can hopefully have a place to live
and maybe some health insurance; we academics write books
and articles because we care, but also so we will get tenure.
Moving toward ends, we can treat the world around us as means
to greater and lesser degrees. But what has happened now in a
time of corona is that these ends have all been upended.20 The
very goals we have are often those that contribute to climate
change and social injustice. And because of climate change and
this pandemic, many of the goals we once held will be impossible. What is left is the immediacy of life bubbling up around us.
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Bushfires and Burnt Koalas
GLENN A. ALBRECHT

I

t is high summer in eastern Australia in January 2020. I
have meteoranxiety. The red, orange, and yellow colors
on the satellite weather screen indicate the intensity
of precipitation. Yellow is moderate; red is heavy rain. I am
being teased by the rain. Only the top of my head is wet, but
the most savage drought I have experienced in my lifetime may
be ending. All around, thunderstorms are delivering deluges,
but some give nothing but dry lightning. A fire or a flood? The
Earth emotions of it all. I have “delugenvy,” as I am jealous
of people and places getting heavy rain only a few kilometers
away, when I get almost nothing. What I crave is “tinpany,” the
rhythmical drumming of constant, hard rain on a metal roof.
The depth markers on my water tanks are getting lower every
day. My solar panels are filthy.

Every so often the clouds lift and the sun shines on the
Friedensreich Hundertwasser landscape.1 The artist taught
me that after rain and when the sun shines, the true colors
in a rain-washed landscape get revealed. As the patina of red
dust and dirty ash is removed, I finally get to see with clarity
what the drought has done to Wallaby Farm. Evergreen forests
have turned Northern Hemisphere autumnal due to the death
drought. Maple reds, oranges, and yellows show the colors of
life bleeding from evergreen eucalypt forests. Yellow is sunburnt; red is intense loss of life.
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My region looks like a bushfire has been through it. At a glance,
some trees look as though they are actually on fire. Whole ridgetops are stained dead-leaf brown. I want the dilute sun to go
away. I prefer the night when I cannot see the dead and dying
trees. However, even at night, I know something is uncanny.
There is something new in the soundscape, the constant jostling of dead, dry leaves. Death rattles. I am rattled.
The sun has not been fully present for weeks now. The bushfires, so huge in extent and so intense they raze the forests,
have blotted out the sun with thick, acrid smoke. In some
places, day has turned into night. In others, the color of the
sky is burnt orange. The normal blinding rays of the sun have
been rendered “harmless” by a cataract that has covered half of
Australia and my eyes.

I prefer the night when I cannot see the
dead and dying trees. However, even at
night, I know something is uncanny.
People now openly talk about the recent fires as “apocalyptic” (meaning massively destructive), and it is worthwhile remembering what this word means and where the association
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with fire comes from. The Greek word apokalupsis (apoc-

shareholder profits (and their own) via donations to politi-

alypse) means both disclosure and a revelation. The Book of

cal parties, usurpation of the role of policy making, influenc-

Revelation in the Bible is about the divine foretelling of disas-

ing election outcomes via social media, sowing “doubt” about

ters that befall sinful humans on Earth.

science in mainstream media, and the old-fashioned forms of

In Revelation, there are many references to the power of God

influence via brown paper bags full of money.

via his angels to use fire to destroy all life. An angel allowed fire

So bad is the corruption, I have called it “corrumpalism” after

and smoke that turned the sun and the sky black to issue forth

the Latin corrumpere, to destroy. While achieving success at

from the bottomless pit of a great furnace. Forests and green

maximizing corporate profit, the fossil fuel industry in particu-

things were wiped out by “hail and fire mingled with blood,”
and then, if that was not enough, human sinners were killed
“by the fire, and by the smoke, and by the brimstone.”
Australia has become a “book” of revelation in that the fires
have disclosed or revealed the powerful impacts of global
warming to all who have been touched by the fire, smoke, and
brimstone. The combination of record heat, a record drought,
and strong winds has produced “unprecedented” wildfire. The

lar destroys the social and biophysical foundations of humanity
and all life on Earth. Ecocide is preferred over threats to profit.
After the fires have been extinguished by firefighters and
rain, perhaps the public of Australia—and, indeed, the rest
of the world—are ready to accept the horrible truth about
global warming?
Many, myself included, have unleashed anger about this state

bottomless pit has turned out to be global warming.

of affairs, blaming the politicians for not acting on the science.

While wild fire in the past has killed many more people—

the left and the right, Australia’s politicians and their climate

Black Friday (1939), Ash Wednesday (1983), Black Saturday
(2009)—the hyper-fires of the spring and summer of 2019–
2020 in eastern Australia wiped out over 18 million hectares (46 million acres) of forest, farmland, and settlements.
Millions of Australians have been directly impacted by the fires
or indirectly impacted, through the experiences of their friends
and relatives.
Ecologists estimate that over one billion vertebrate animals
have perished and, clearly, trillions of invertebrates were consumed by the fires. Nothing on this scale and ferocity has happened before in the last three hundred years, even in Australia,
a land well used to fire. The economic cost of these events will
be in the billions, and the restorative efforts will be ongoing
and may not succeed as a new abnormal landscape emerges.
As part of the ongoing “revelation” produced by the fires, there
is the political fallout where, for decades, government inaction has been driven by denial of the basic scientific facts on
climate warming. The political system has been corrupted by
the influence of the fossil fuel industry to such an extent that
it no longer represents the interests of the people of Australia.
Politics no longer governs; it is governed.

My “terrafurie” (Earth anger) has found a worthy target. On
policies have been an unmitigated disaster. They have even
been called out at international fora by nations already suffering discernible impacts from climate warming (e.g., sea level
rise). However, in analyzing my anger, I have come to the realization that the blame game must go further. We must dig
deeper into the psyche for what is really happening to our emotional compass.
The emotional and psychological toll of the fires on humans
has been enormous, and many are still coming to terms with
their raw personal reactions. So, too, are the mental health professionals who deal with the emotions and feelings people are
experiencing. There are the standard diagnostic categories that
apply to people who experience trauma and loss, but over and
above that, there are new, uneasy feelings connected to a malevolent cause. There seems to be a conceptual and therapeutic
mismatch between emotions like grief over the death of loved
humans and the feelings of loss over negative transformation
of the climate. Nobody knows what to do.
Our response to distress in the non-human, while perhaps
novel because of the scale of the disaster that has affected our
wildlife, is consistent with our fine traditions of caring for the

The “closed system” of lobbyists—senior executive corpo-

non-human that have developed over the last fifty years. The

rate managers, private think-tank researchers, retiring poli-

New South Wales Wildlife Information, Rescue and Education

ticians, senior public servants, and the boards of directors in

Service Inc. (WIRES), along with other caring organizations

large corporations—contains members that have all become

and their armies of volunteers, has shown us and people all

interchangeable. Their sole purpose is to maximize corporate

over the world that we care for the non-human.2
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When the Koalas scream in pain in the wildfires, we all hurt

area while based in WA and asked landholders how they felt

and feel the tierratrauma. When images of burnt Kangaroos

about the emergence of this land degradation. Many said that

on barbed wire are graphically presented to us, we all despair.

although it was their own grandfathers who were responsible

Film and photography of the non-human fire victims force

for clearing the land, they still felt a layer of guilt for what had

us to bear witness to that which we would normally evade or

happened to once-productive paddocks and the once-healthy

ignore. Despite that, many still cannot bear to see these images

ecosystem that was in situ before it was cleared. A sublimated

of death and avoid viewing such images in the media.

additional emotional awareness was their knowledge of the salt

The political system has been corrupted by
the influence of the fossil fuel industry to
such an extent that it no longer represents
the interests of the people of Australia.
Politics no longer governs; it is governed.

rubbed into the wounds of the Indigenous owners of that place.
They cared for that country for over sixty thousand years; the
colonists had rendered it lifeless in less than two hundred.
The solastalgia—the distressing lived experience of the collapse of their own farmland and its health—is heightened by
the known historical culpability of those who lived on that land
and have been responsible for managing it. They caused their
own dryland salinity by ecocide and with it the extinction of

The same applies to the human element of the death and
injury caused by the fires. There is an understandable lack of
openness when it comes to the human toll in fire. We “list” the
people who burn to death, but social convention hides their
death from public eyes. We watch the mourning and ritual associated with the victim’s loved ones, but we do not want to get
too close. It is too confronting, and we do not wish to invade
the privacy of others.
The encounter with the horror of fire as affecting both humans
and non-humans has not, as far as I can discern, given rise to a
deeper level of analysis that addresses the evasion of our own
roles in creating the conditions of catastrophe. We have “externalized” the fires and failed to acknowledge our own complicity
in their origin and impacts.
What I think is needed for the Australian psyche is a confrontation with that which has been avoided for many decades now: a
confrontation with ourselves. We seem willing to blame everyone and everything else for the death and destruction, except
ourselves.
I had insight into this “failure” when developing the concept of
solastalgia. A classic case study in the lived experience of environmental desolation is the salt-affected areas of the wheatbelt
of southern Western Australia (WA). As a result of over-clearing the native vegetation, ancient salt layers have risen to the
soil surface, lifted by a rise in the water-table. The water table
has risen because there are no longer trees acting as landscape
pumps transpiring the water back into the atmosphere. Salt rises.

cultural and biological diversity. The distress of solastalgia is
deepened by the knowledge of their own families’ historical
culpability.
In the mega-bushfires, there is a similar narrative that needs
to be unpacked. Although I will focus on the areas most devastated by the recent bushfires, I wish to make it clear that my
analysis is one that could be applied anywhere, in any location
badly affected by wildfire.
The people living and holidaying in eastern Australia—including camping near the idyllic beaches, national parks, or those
on Kangaroo Island in South Australia—do not have impacts
like clearing the “wheatbelt” with bulldozers and big chains.
However, there is a big metaphorical bulldozer hard at work
achieving much the same result in relatively undeveloped
natural landscapes that have survived because of their exceptional beauty, flood risks, utility, or sheer ruggedness. It is no
surprise to learn that most of our national parks and uncleared
land are in areas where clearing for agriculture is not viable.
Too steep for bulldozers, too steep for firefighting.
Since the introduction of cheap cars and petrol in the 1950s,
these areas have become like Mecca for country living, tourists, and holiday makers. The tourists pour out of the cities in
jets, ferries, RVs, campervans (motor homes), caravans, camper-trailers, and cars filled to the brim with all they need for
camping and recreation. Caravans are now expensive condos
on wheels. Everything is powered by fossil fuels, and the carbon
footprint to go “on holidays” is enormous. Not that each family
holiday has contributed much to the national greenhouse gas

By mass clearing of trees, dryland salinity is an environmen-

quotient, but their cumulative impact is like that of an out-

tal problem directly caused by human agency. I went to this

of-control bushfire. It is a subset of the claim made by many
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Australians that “we” do not contribute significantly to the

was an outcome of multiple risk factors all coinciding with

global greenhouse gas total because our population is so small

maximum intensity. The ancient three elements—earth, wind,

(25 million) and our fossil fuel exports are all burnt overseas

and water—all conspired to give birth to the fourth, fire.

and are not “our problem.” Those who choose to live in these
loved places are all “making a living” by resource extraction,
agriculture, tourism, and the service industries needed to meet
human needs. They have built their houses, often in steep,
remote country and very close to the much-loved, “beautiful” bush.

The scientific explanation for the record heat lies in the relentless emissions of greenhouse gases into the global atmosphere,
particularly in the last fifty years. These gases warm the world
like a blanket. The direct cause of the increasing greenhouse
gases is the burning and exploding of carbon-based energy
(fuel) in every internal combustion engine and furnace in the

Kangaroo Island, for example, was home to extensive planta-

world. The coal-fired power stations, the billion or so vehicles

tion forest industries and remnant native eucalypt forest con-

(cars and trucks), the jets, running the internet, air condition-

taining Koalas and other charismatic fauna before the fires
that razed over half its land. The island had become a major
international and national eco-tourist destination. It was also
undergoing an industrial boom, featuring plans for a new port
for woodchips and drilling for lithium and other rare metals.
Kangaroo Island represents a miniature version of “Australia
island”: under the forces of global development and climate
warming, no island is an island.
The bushfires that forced thousands to evacuate their homes
and holiday places on Kangaroo Island and in eastern Australia
were made possible by extreme heat and dry vegetation, or
what is known as “fuel.” So important was the concept of fuel
that some pyromaniacs even suggested that we should eliminate all fuel in fire-prone areas so as to totally eliminate the
risk of wildfire. Of course, that would mean the defoliation of
the very places where people go “bush” to have their holidays. It

ers, and fossil-fueled agriculture (meat- and plant-based) are
all implicated in the complex causality of the problem.
The people of eastern Australia are no different than people
in other parts of the developed world. They are contributing
to this problem with every aspect of their lifestyle. However,
Australians do have one of the highest per-person carbon footprints of any people on the Earth, and it just keeps getting
larger, along with our RVs and houses.

The chance of catastrophic wildfire was
an outcome of multiple risk factors all
coinciding with maximum intensity. The
ancient three elements—earth, wind, and
water—all conspired to give birth to the
fourth, fire.

erases the very possibility of water catchment areas for natural
rainfall and runoff into our dams. Wild and managed forests
for timber products become too risky, and they, too, must go.

There we have it—the “wild” in wildfire is now anthropogenic

National parks become disasters waiting to happen. We elim-

(human-caused), and every single person living a normal life-

inate the essence of wild eastern Australia and an endemic

style in contemporary Australia contributes to it. No longer

sense of place. Goodbye Lyrebirds, we will miss your imitation

can we blame others for our own failings and sins. It does not

of fire alarms.

even make sense to blame politicians, since we keep voting

The ultra-dry vegetation was present mainly because of a hyper-drought. Over the last two years, a savage drought had
sucked the moisture out of landscapes and dams. The area that

parties into power that have no effective policy to mitigate
climate warming by divestment from fossil fuel industries.
Corrumpalism starts in the lifestyle of the average Australian.

burned was like tinder; one cigarette butt, one bolt of lightning,

The Book of Revelation is the book of the apocalypse; however,

and all hell broke loose. Layered on top of the record drought

this time it is not God, angels, nor the four horsemen of the

was record heat from the late spring and early summer of 2019

Apocalypse who are responsible for the inferno. While not all

through January 2020 in most of south eastern Australia.

are equally to blame for the predicament we are in (our chil-

The record heat was present because global warming has inexorably made every place on the planet hotter than in the

dren, for example), responsible adults must look in the mirror
and ask: Who without carbon sin will cast the first brimstone?

past. Australia was experiencing record heat waves and record

Our mirror image offers a stark revelation about our own cul-

maximum temperatures. The chance of catastrophic wildfire

pability for the wildfires. Each one of us must accept some
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blame and respond. Such a revelation is transformational. We
can shift from feelings of anxiety, solastalgia, terrafurie, or
blame to deep mitigation and the elimination of a carbon-based
economy. Our personal lives, our patterns of consumption,
what we demand of our politicians and those in other countries must now align with ethical and practical precision in the
urgent elimination of excess greenhouse gases from the totality of our lives. A transition from the Anthropocene to the
Symbiocene is a necessity if we are to avoid collapse.3 The politics of corrumpalism must end. The evasion of real causes must
be exposed. Who tried to kill the Koalas? We did.
POSTSCRIPT

As I edit this essay in August 2020, good winter rains have extinguished the short-term threat of anthropogenic wildfire in the
southern half of Australia. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic
has, sadly, taken much of the oxygen away from both physical
and mental post-fire recovery efforts, along with the attention
of the media. However, as massive fires rage in Siberia and
California in the late northern hemisphere summer of 2020,
Australians must be reminded that the problem has not gone
away. The global record high temperature set in California’s
Death Valley is a clear warning that the meteorological and
landscape conditions that caused the Black Summer of 2019–
2020 in Australia are not only likely to return but will become
even worse in the future. Without deep mitigation of the cause
of climate change, we will not be able to adapt to extremes that
are beyond human endurance. In Australia, our politicians
continue to promote coal and gas as a way out of the COVID
recession and even support logging in the forests that escaped
the fires. The surviving Koalas are under attack by a systematic
chainsaw massacre. Deep denial and deep adaptation are being
confronted by the urgent need for deep mitigation. As I have
argued in my book Earth Emotions, the Symbiocene will be the
only place safe for our children and wild Koalas.

Glenn A. Albrecht is an Honorary Associate in the School of
Geosciences at the University of Sydney, New South Wales,
Australia. He retired as Professor of Sustainability, Murdoch
University, in mid-2014. He is the author of Earth Emotions
(Cornell University Press, 2019).

NOTES
1. For more information on Friedensreich Hundertwasser, see https://hundertwasser.com/en.
2. See https://www.wires.org.au/.
3. See G. Albrecht, “Exiting the Anthropocene and Entering the Symbiocene,” Minding
Nature 9, no. 2 (2016): 12-16.
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THE EYED WALNUT GROVE
KEVIN CARNEY AND MARY LOU ZELAZNY

Mary Lou Zelazny, The Eyed Walnut Grove, 2019, acrylic and collage on canvas, 25”x 35”

Zelazny’s trees eat the sun. The Eyed Walnut Grove shown

and combined along with traditional painting technique. The

here is a painting of black walnut trees baking in July heat near

foliage arises in a seemingly random, accidental manner,

Danvers, Illinois. That heat made humans fly into the shade,
but the walnuts feasted on the radiation. Typical autotrophs;
self-feeders: sun, water, carbon dioxide, and dirt. If only our
lives were so simple.

a kind of mutation. The resulting variation, despite the wild
colors, imparts a hypnotic naturalness to the work. The symmetry and patterned regularity of nature is subverted in these
paintings, along with a dose of warning coloration. “Black and

The series of paintings that appear in this issue of Minding

yellow, kill a fellow” says the snake watcher’s rule of thumb;

Nature comprise a fraction of the landscape and plein air paint-

these paintings yell it. I do not believe that the artist painted

ings that Mary Lou Zelazny has been producing for the past

this work with a moral intent; the seemingly random, almost

forty years. Landscape, often derided (consider Hoogstraten’s
seventeenth century dismissal of it as “the common footman in
the army of art”), if not rising in status, is a looming reminder
of our tenuous relationship with nature.

mutational nature of collage precludes such an agenda. The
two “Black Eyed” paintings turn down the saturation and
present some subdued and ominous feelings that accompany
the ambiguities of shadow and darkness. The Eyed Tree #3 is

Each of these tree portraits is composed of hundreds of sepa-

a portrait of a specimen along the Des Plaines River; it looks

rate mono-print pieces that have been collaged onto the canvas

aged and arthritic, stooping over for a drink.
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Each of these trees display Zelazny’s observational reverence
of nature. And though some may consider her technique idiosyncratic, most viewers will come away with an appreciation
of essential “tree-ness.” Trees have a universal effect on us, if
only because they are the largest living presence in our lives.
They inhabit our earliest childhood experiences and for many
are that familiar central player in the fading prelapsarian myth.
To stand next to a tree is to understand a fundamental, asymmetrical nature of human existence, asymmetries that seem
near infinite in variety. This fundamental asymmetry is born of
an error in human consciousness and its defective spawn, ego
who by default imposes us at the center of everything and compounds the error by monstrously magnifying our place in the
world; we truly believe that we are giants. An example that is
now ever ready is the massive physical disproportion between a
human organism and a virus particle. The basic disproportion
in our human relation to nature is steadily growing and is at the
root of our illusions that humans are capable of mastering and
overpowering nature in the long run. It’s hard to imagine that
humans are capable of “minding nature,” if minding means
“tending to,” “taking care of,” and “honoring.” We need a more
basic agenda: minding human nature. It is important to note
that the trees in Zelazny’s paintings stand among themselves;
people are absent. The hubris and laughable asymmetry embodied in the old saw “man against nature” has begun to show
a very serious side. The price of not minding human nature is
paid by being painted out of the picture altogether.
In true praise of folly, humans celebrate progress using millennia as a measure of history. If trees were in a position to brag,

could possibly go wrong? Industrial production of animals, an
asymmetry of power relations, acts as an incubator and mixing
station for a variety of viruses such as influenza and Nipah.
The foregoing isn’t saying that “the end is near.” Nor is it intended to detract and distract from Mary Lou Zelazny’s hyper-aware paintings. It was meant as a friendly reminder. I
recall someone’s response to a psychological assessment question. When asked “What‘s the difference between a tree and
a bush?” he replied, “They’re both fluffy.” If the questioner
sought an analytical answer he was, if not disappointed, then
amused. Similarly, contriving to mix Mary Lou’s work with our
contemporary degringolade is something of a dog’s breakfast.
Surely, one person’s meat is another’s poison, especially when
considering the epidemic-generating potential of industrial
meat production. There I go again. Returning to Zelazny’s work
we see a vision of nature that admires it at its most elemental
while simultaneously dragging the mind into a tree’s dendritic network. The wonderful thing about these paintings is their
unalloyed openness and disengagement from moralism, allowing each viewer to supply their own interpretation. That is a
process that opens the mind for minding.

Kevin Carney is a Chicago native with a lifelong interest in the life
sciences which led to a M.Sc. degree in parasitology and medical
entomology at the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine followed
by a medical degree from Loyola University Chicago. Now working
with Chicago homeless people in the Chicago Dept. of Health’s
Mobile Clinic. Regular contributor to the TWiP podcast (This Week
in Parasitism) and obligatory studio assistant to Mary Lou Zelazny
by virtue of being her spouse.

they would measure in the aeons. As big as a tree seems to be,
it shrinks to meaninglessness when compared to the fungal
networks among its root systems. It is time to mind the invisible and attempt to fathom the reality that we can be undone
by a dust mote. The hydrogen atom, classically considered the
tiniest bit of matter, has been swept under the rug of forgetfulness, but it is axiomatic that it remains one of the greatest perils to humans and nature in the form of the H-bomb.
Slightly larger but still presenting a striking asymmetry is
carbon dioxide; about which not much more needs to be said.
Moving away from the inanimate, the idea that an eighty-nanometer viral particle could upend global society has been seen
as an affront, sadly described by the meaningless metaphor
of war. More symbolic asymmetries, in terms of brain power,
concern human relations with animals. Who is the dumb
animal when the story of bovine spongiopathy (Mad Cow
disease) is recalled: in a perversion of animal husbandry and
simple common sense, brain tissue was fed to livestock; what
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Art made an early entrance into Mary Lou Zelazny’s Chicago
childhood thanks to her immigrant grandmother, whose deviously
inventive Polish backwoods parsimony was reflected in her redesign
of alley pickings, resale junk and worn out furniture. This folk nursery
weaned Zelazny on sculpture, tailoring, jewelry, lamp making and
upholstery, among other domestic fodder. The spirit
of trash reclamation underpins these broad influences and forms the
backbone of her early mixed media paintings and have more than a
vestigial presence in her current work. She has been on its faculty of
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago since 1990 and is currently
Full Professor Adjunct in the Department of Painting and Drawing.
She remains principally a studio artist and has a record of consistent
production over four decades. Mary Lou has had numerous oneperson exhibitions since the 1980’s, most recently at the Carl
Hammer Gallery in March 2018, and her work has been exhibited
in various galleries and museums throughout the United States.
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Mary Lou Zelazny, The Eyed Tree #3, 2015, acrylic, collage, and oil on canvas, 48”x 60”
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Mary Lou Zelazny, The Black Eyed Tree 2, 2017, acrylic, collage, and oil on canvas, 48”x 56”
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Mary Lou Zelazny, The Black Eyed Tree, 2017, acrylic, collage, and oil on canvas, 40”x 59”
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Mary Lou Zelazny, The Eyed Tree Perch, 2019, acrylic, collage, and oil on canvas, 40”x 59”
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Mary Lou Zelazny, The Eyed Tree #2, 2013, acrylic, collage, and oil on canvas, 44”x 59”
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Mary Lou Zelazny, The Eyed Tree #6, 2017, acrylic, collage, and oil on canvas, 56”x 48”

The Eyed Walnut Grove    113

REVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH AND OUR FAILURE—
OR FUTURE—TO THRIVE
Rachel Yoho

Shortly into the COVID-19 physical distancing, a red-shouldered hawk began visiting my yard. Perhaps the hawk had
been there before, but more abnormally, I was there to observe.
As I sat and struggled with my new course for the fall, “Climate
Change, the Environment, and the Future of Public Health,”
I realized I couldn’t not struggle. I was grasping at the details
of content. Could I cover enough content? Would sixteen
weeks be enough for introducing students to the complexities
of climate change and the intersections of human health and
the environment? I continued to focus on the deliverables and
student learning outcomes. These are admittedly important,
but we were in the early struggles of a pandemic and an infodemic.1 As I stared quietly, I began to focus more on relationships. I needed to focus on our relationships with one another.
While I already had an educationally sound syllabus, thoroughly teased apart and scrutinized by the powers of the academic
bureaucracy, I had a reflection of various aspects of climate
change and impacts on human lives and society. It covered an

Hawk on fence

introduction to climate science, law and policy, human health,
food, national security, and all of the hallmarks of a “good” interdisciplinary, introductory course. What I was missing was
an understanding of “us.” Summer 2020, a humid pressure
cooker, brought a number of issues to a boil. At the forefront
of these were the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in societal discourse and also the continued devaluation
of knowledge and evidence.
For the briefest of moments, we had been together at home.2
Ultimately, today’s survivors of the COVID-19 pandemic have
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witnessed the failures of a system, the willful disregard for the
simplest of public health actions, and the collective denial of
evidence and expertise. At first, there was a shared feeling,
an understanding. We were perhaps naively believing, as the
law firm’s neon billboard near my home shone, “We can beat
this virus.”
Only a nightmare earlier, my colleagues and I reflected on
teaching global health during the outset of a pandemic. For the
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first and hopefully only time in our careers, we watched as our

pleasure to watch so many local and migratory birds, admire

course content came to life around us, shockingly and vividly.

3

new ducklings learning to explore, and listen to the calls of un-

Unfortunately, the worst was—and may still be—yet to come.

familiar frogs. These little glimpses of nature continue to give

Unfortunately, the worst is also disproportionate. It’s social-

a fresh perspective, while the unexpected rain showers bring

ly, racially, and economically stratified. I’m struggling with the
knowledge that my climate change course may hasten along
the same path.
On an average workday in this horrendous abnormal, I stood
from my desk and turned to see a hawk staring at me through the
window. My gut reaction: fear. This instant shock of adrenaline
in looking closely into the eyes of a beautiful predator jolted
my system. This was rapidly displaced by a jumbled thought:

harsh glimpses of reality. Maybe we can beat these, the pandemic, the international pledge to limit global warming to 1.5
degrees Celsius6, the systemic injustices. Certainly we can.
Yet so much of what we need to explore is within ourselves.
Some individually, but mostly collectively. In public health,
we often talk about the social determinants of health.7 These
are neighborhoods, health care, education, social dynamics,

“Where’s my phone, I need a picture.” It was in this I realized
this duality. Just as the world peeked in at me through the eyes
of the hawk, I glanced back both as me and then through the
digital screen of my technology. Was this my disconnect or my
documentation? Maybe it was just a swift reaction to a “photos
or it didn’t happen.”
As I imagined a better future, I thought about the change and
these connections. I worked to re-imagine struggle as opportunity. Our society has a striking need to understand ourselves.
Every time I found an article to include in my new climate
change class—to discover, to compare, or to assign—I found
it was not what I had anticipated. Our societal discourse has
shifted again. We’re discussing racial justice and environmental justice so much more. Not only do I have better kindling
to spark discussion, we are beginning to look at true, systemic
change across intersecting fronts.
Yet I’ve struggled with this before. My failure to hope. So much
of the apathy toward the pandemic, the senseless deaths, and
the unknown debilitation is familiar. The tone rings true to the
environment. The inevitability of change. The failure to stop
the boulder.4 The acceptance of a future of entire nations lost.5
Throughout this pandemic, as I’ve been wearing a path in the
concrete sidewalks of my neighborhood, I’ve had the limited

Hawk on fence through window
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my potential students, I envisioned something coming of the
work. We did not need just a line item on our CVs and resumes,
but rather to gain a greater understanding of our community
and to develop skills to continuously improve. This focus on
community building is also what I was missing in my climate
change class. The continued appearances of my neighborhood
hawk reminded me of these deep connections and, ultimately,
my current failure to thrive.
Quintessentially interdisciplinary, teaching climate change is
a struggle. It’s a new struggle, with the topic only reaching the
forefront of collective thought in what could be the last few
decades, but more likely, the last few months. Nanotechnology,
machine learning, and artificial intelligence feel like they have
a more established academic foundation. Maybe they simply
have a less contentious foundation. In the pre-pandemic days,
Hawk on street sign

I walked past the nanotechnology building to my office tucked
away in the public health building. Although occasionally wondering why the nano building is so large, I more often think

and economics. They determine overall conditions of “health.”
What we fail to acknowledge is that many of those factors are
also the determining aspects within our education and training programs. I envisioned a better future. A more inclusive
future. A future where students weren’t afraid in our schools
and campuses. A future in public health where the brightest
minds look outward for research and understanding but also
look inward for the systemic issues while exploring closer to
home. This future had actions that accompany research. The
end result is change and not just calls for change moldering
away in the online journals. Our trainees become our practitioners. The educational system re-imagined as a truly inclusive space for educators, administrators, and students changes

about the interdisciplinary. The future of expertise relies on
not just understanding the means of communication and disinformation, but being able to communicate at all. For so long,
science communication has focused on connecting with the
ill-defined “general public.” Today we see the pressing need
to communicate in all areas. Across all disciplines, education
can benefit from a greater understanding of one another.8 In
this shimmering future, education centers on inclusion and
emphasizes building true connections across disciplines and
demographics.
As we develop collaborative communication skills, we need
concrete yet flexible commitments to building a better educational future. Our traditionally siloed departments have a new

the future and reshapes our path.

opportunity to communicate and share. A more rigorously

This pressure-filled summer, my research group investigated

ogy and the interactions among disciplines.9 As my research

developed educational strategy must center on the terminol-

diversity, equity, and inclusion in public health and the health

students investigating communication in the One Health para-

professions. The research call seeking students back in April

digm—the connections between human health, animal health,

unfortunately appears prescient. Most importantly, I told

and the environment—may also observe, we can benefit from
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investigating even the very terminology we use. As we reaffirm
our commitments to communication and advancing the educational process, we must affirm, perhaps for the first time, to
recognize education as a work in progress in inclusion. But as
it’s a work in progress, it’s a shining opportunity to create a
more just and equitable system in a world where 1.5 degrees is
possible, and outbreaks can be contained.
An educational change in environmental health must continue to become more responsive and increasingly intersectional.
The days of the stereotypical older, white, Birkenstock-clad environmental activists must change (though perhaps we all can
try on the Birks). Our students, Generation Z, are experiencing
the effects and the questions of a viable future. To make this
future viable, environmental and public health education must
embrace the struggles of change in order to thrive. The pandemic provided us the impetus to do the impossible in shifting to remote learning in a matter of days.10 Now we need to
protect the health of our students, faculty, and staff while we
teach toward a survivable future.
In the fading sunset, I continued to watch one of the area hawks
in the top of a dead palm tree. I simply stood and gazed upon it
highlighted against the setting sun. From its distance, I could
barely see that it was there. There are so many things that we
cannot see and so many that are nearly outside of the scope and
scale of the imaginable. The multiple and intersecting crises—
racial injustice, a global pandemic, and climate change—have

Hawk on dead palm in distance with setting sunlight

provided this new perspective on change. Separation can bring
togetherness.

Photo credits: All photos provided by author.

We don’t just need hope. Or even action. We need the openness
to embrace our challenges, shortcomings, and faults. Inclusive
approaches to address environmental issues in a just and equitable society cannot just save lives but save our future. This
future is determined by the educational and training systems.
More inclusive classrooms and more inclusive academic units

Rachel Yoho, PhD, is a Clinical Assistant Professor in the Department
of Environmental and Global Health, College of Public Health and
Health Professions, at the University of Florida. She teaches courses
in global health, climate change, and environmental health. Her
research focuses on diversity, equity, and inclusion and how we

have the power to make our local, regional, and global commu-

communicate in educational spaces in environmental health and

nity better and our future possible.

public health. Her broad, interdisciplinary background includes
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training and research in biology, environmental engineering, applied
microbiology, and science education. Disclaimer: All views those
of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of affiliated
institutions.

NOTES
1. An infodemic is an overabundance of information—some accurate and some not—occurring during an epidemic. See https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2020/06/30/
default-calendar/1st-who-infodemiology-conference, accessed October 3, 2020.
2. See https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/connect/togetherathome/, accessed October 3,
2020.
3. R. Yoho, E. Coker, and E.A. Wood, “Reflections, Considerations, and Recommendations
for Teaching Global Health during a Pandemic” (unpublished manuscript, May 2020).
4. R. Yoho, “Hope in Discussing Environmental Issues,” Minding Nature 12, no. 3 (2019):
107-111, https://www.humansandnature.org/filebin/pdf/minding_nature/fall_2019/Hope_In_
Discussing.pdf
5. E. Holthaus, The Future Earth: A Radical Vision for What’s Possible in the Age of Warming
(New York: HarperCollins. 2020).
6. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Global Warming of 1.5°C: An IPCC Special
Report on the Impacts of Global Warming of 1.5°C above Pre-industrial Levels and Related
Global Greenhouse Gas Emission Pathways, in the Context of Strengthening the Global Response to the Threat of Climate Change, Sustainable Development, and Efforts to Eradicate
Poverty, V. Masson-Delmotte et al., eds. (IPCC, 2018), in press, https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
download/#full.
7. For resources at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention on the social determinants of health see https://www.cdc.gov/socialdeterminants/index.htm, accessed October 3,
2020. See also healthypeople.gov, https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topics-objectives/
topic/social-determinants-of-health, accessed October 3, 2020.
8. R. Yoho et al., “Structure and Function Relationships in the Educational Expectations of
Professional Societies Across the STEM Disciplines,” Journal of College Science Teaching 47,
no. 6 (2018): 24-31.
9. R. Yoho, “Understanding and Addressing Ambiguity in the STEM Classroom” (unpublished manuscript, April 2020).
10. R. Yoho, The One with the Pivot, Edge for Scholars, https://edgeforscholars.org/the-onewith-the-pivot/, accessed October 3, 2020.
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THE PANDEMIC PROCESS:
USING APOSEMATISM AND METAMORPHOSIS
AS CONCEITS FOR CREATIVE MEANING MAKING

beyond—multitudes of people streaming in, whose lives all
flowed through my fingertips. From March 18 to April 6, I
worked twenty nights in a row to help dam the deluge.

Ansel Oommen

However, unlike the bustling emergency rooms and intensive care units, the hospital lab is an eerily calm place. Vivaldi
played faintly in the background as I pored over the results of
those PCR tests. And as, night after night, the percent positivity
rate continued to rise, I knew that there would be significant
death. I remember tracking the numbers of intubated patients.
I recall one night when multiple clinicians called me about the

Central to nature is the art of adaptation. The plant prefers not to
be eaten, so it produces toxic secondary metabolites. The insect,
in turn, prefers to eat the plant, evolving mechanisms to modify
those toxins. There seems to be an infinite variety of ways that
life can meet the challenges of living, the permutations of which
are observed both macroscopically and microscopically, empirically and theoretically, by tracing the fossil record or by surveying our modern landscape. It’s no surprise then that under the
current timeline of a global pandemic, humanity must find, and
has found, novel ways to adapt to daily stressors.
As a medical technologist working overnights in clinical microbiology, the SARS-CoV-2/COVID-19 pandemic has forced me
to wade into the depths of my own existential fatigue. Since the
beginning of the New York City outbreak, I have been heavily
inundated at the hospital, conducting the PCR nasal swab tests
that aid in the diagnosis of COVID-19. To date, I have personally
processed over 5,300 nasal swabs and have released the results
of thousands more. Unlike physicians, nurses, and paramedics,
for instance, my colleagues and I do not have direct contact with
patients. And yet, ambiguously, we do. We know their names,
their ages, and what units they’re on; we can view their EMRs
for their photos, addresses, and medical histories. Thus is the
paradox of the technologist: our patients are physically present
(through their blood, tissue, and body fluids), but not entirely,
and they are psychologically present (when we view their charts
or call their providers), but not entirely present that way, either.
At the beginning of the outbreak, I was flooded with samples
from all five boroughs of New York City and the immediate

Silent Spring1
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Aposematism

same person, a patient who was awaiting emergency surgery.

“I understand,” he finally replied in this gentle, forgiving tone,

They were holding off for the result.

punctuating our call with the poignant last words of a martyr.

Unfortunately, it was invalid.

The grief of a technologist is disenfranchising and ambiguous.

“I’m so sorry,” I sighed wearily. “But there’s nothing I can do. I

How do you reconcile being the first person to view the percent

can’t change what the machine says.”
There was a heavy pause on the other end. This was not what

How do you reconcile losing people you barely even know?
positivity rates as they feed out of the machine? How do you
describe to others what it is exactly that you do?

the physician had hoped for. In the silence, I heard the anxiety

After those twenty nights, I instinctively felt the need to process

of one who would have to dive into the unknown.

my experiences, compelled by that curious human drive to make
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meaning where it didn’t exist before. After all, grief and trauma can

butterflies have evolved to thrive on plants that are inherently

be toxic if left alone. I learned this lesson once as a child trauma

poisonous, subverting the threat of their own host by weapon-

survivor, and again as an undergraduate studying toxicology.

izing it for personal advantage. However, they are still hunted

For some reason, on April 8th, I reached over for the roll of
biohazard labels by my desk and intuitively knew that I wanted
to create artwork out of them. But why? The answer wasn’t im-

with impunity by other invertebrates, rodents, birds, and reptiles. Considering that few ever make it to the adult stage, it is
rather remarkable that they even survive at all.

mediately obvious.
Unlike many animals, humans are neither poisonous nor venomous. Perhaps this is for the best, but there were times when
I was very vulnerable and wished to be toxic as a way to protect
myself from others. I was particularly fascinated by the natural
phenomenon of aposematism. A defensive strategy, aposematism involves visually striking colors and patterns that signal
the presence of an underlying threat, such as a toxin or sharp
spines.2 Common aposematic color codes pair red, yellow, or
orange with black, although there are many other variations involving brown, white, or blue, as well. Some iconic aposematic
beings include black widow spiders, coral snakes, poison dart
frogs, and yellowjackets. Any predator foolish enough to attack
an aposematic being would quickly learn a painful lesson.
And that was exactly the allure of the biohazard label. It existed
as a visual warning for clinicians and laboratorians alike to
pay attention to their surroundings, to handle the dangerous

Pandemicon

agents around them with caution. It was a type of symbolic
threat encoded in tangible form, easily and primitively understood. The harsh contrast of neon orange and black screamed
danger, and at a time where I was struggling to voice myself,
the label was my unexpected advocate. I could communicate
in a way that was raw, jagged, and visceral, projecting my emotions onto paper through collage as if it were a second skin.

I was the hungry caterpillar in this case, with the odds stacked
against me. Weakened physically and psychologically by the
pandemic, I was in dire need of protection from the world. I
couldn’t escape the virus either at work or at home, so I had
to out-manipulate the toxicities of my environment—of a city
under lockdown with its citizens dying by the thousands and

While venomous animals can synthesize their own chemical

later, of a country grappling with the not so subtle systemic

cocktails, my creative process was more akin to the evolution

oppression of Black and Indigenous people of color. During

of the poisonous animal—beings like the monarch (Danaus

a time when the fight-or-flight response was overwhelming, I

plexippus) or pipevine swallowtail (Battus philenor) who

needed to switch positions to rest and digest. So I turned on

derive their toxicity by specializing in deadly foodstuffs. These

myself and fed on the very things that consumed me.
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Autoimmunity
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My daily diet consisted of biohazard labels. Every morning
after work, I would crawl off into some corner of the bed where
I could metabolize my grief and trauma in safety. Indeed,
aposematism was also a strategy for creating distance. I could
digest my emotions by cutting up the labels, sequester them as
an element for metamorphosis by reimagining them conceptually, and ultimately express their toxicity away from myself
in the form of visual display. Yet, in the process of digesting
the personal, I could also absorb its universalities, synthesizing
works that captured the collective suffering and resiliency that
intricately brought us all together, apart.
After all, art is an extension of humanity, much like vibrissae or
tactile spines. It is how I sense and perceive my world and how
I allow others to sense and perceive me. And so I constructed the Biohazard Collection, a temporally responsive series of
pieces that doubled as a protective cocoon, weaving elements
of public health, mental health, and ecology together to help insulate my transformation. By engaging in the intense alchemy
of the creative process, my internalized state was dissolved
down to its imaginal discs and reprogrammed.
With New York City gradually reopening, I have slowly emerged
from diapause as well. Whatever grief or trauma that lingers
still is minor enough and manageable. Instead, what are shed

Six Feet, Six Degrees (Together Apart)3

behind in greater quantity are the vast artifacts of my metamorphosis. Biohazard labels, recognizable yet unrecognizable
through collage, still retain their original arresting quality. And
while they were spiked with my own poisons by design, they are
now entirely safe for even the most unwary viewer to consume.
“Aposematism” photo credit Trenton Moore.
All other artworks and poetry depicted were created by the

NOTES
1. This piece was inspired by an eerily quiet yet beautiful walk home one morning after work
just a few days before Earth Day. Flowers were blooming and the air was filled with birdsong.
I thought of the book by Rachel Carson and how in a strange twist of fate, this spring was
silent because the people were gone.
2. C. Rowe, “Defense Against Predation,” in Encyclopedia of Animal Behavior, M.D. Breed
and J. Moore, eds. (Cambridge, MA: Academic Press, 2010), 106-111.
3. Symbolic representation of the SARS-CoV-2 virion as a dandelion seedhead, both of
which spread by being airborne. The dandelion was also a symbol of the concrete jungle, and
the adaptation of life to inhospitable conditions.

author. All other photo credits belong to the author.

Ansel Oommen is an urban naturalist, medical technologist, and
horticultural therapist-in-training based in New York City.
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The spectacularization in-

SEEING SIGHT UNSEEN

herent in zoos and circuses

Radhika Subramaniam

has expanded to large-scale
surveillance of animals in
general for research and conservation purposes. Radio
telemetric tracking devices
and

camera

traps

track

animals, ostensibly to learn

A review of Colleen Plumb, Thirty Times A Minute. Photography

more about their habits and

by Colleen Plumb with texts by Marc Bekoff, Julia Cooke, Catherine

range in order to protect

Doyle, Hope Ferdowsian, MD, Linda Hogan, Les O’Brien, Joyce

them.

Poole and Petter Granli, Steven M. Wise and Mandy-Suzanne Wong.

Zoos

have

re-cast

themselves as centers of con-

(Santa Fe, NM: Radius Books, 2020).

servation that are responsi-

Which of us hasn’t received a link to an animal video and at

ble for ex situ approaches like captive breeding programs as

least once succumbed to the temptation of clicking through

well as educating the public and conducting research, in addi-

to watch it? The channels of our smart technologies flood us

tion to the care of animals within their walls who still remain

with animal imagery: opinionated cockatoos, orphaned vervet

on display. Animals are apparently being looked at for their

monkeys, otters bobbing in the water with their arms linked
together, a rat lugging a slice of pizza down subway steps, and
household animals from around the world in every variety of

own good or the long-term good of their species—being looked
at is given as a sign of being looked after. Being outside the
field of vision has become increasingly impossible for anyone,

play, sleep, and exploration, so much so that compilations of

human or animal.

cat and dog activity are available under categories like funniest,

Enter Colleen Plumb’s public art video project which asks us to

cutest, awesome, and scary.
This peculiar obsession of our electronic age wasn’t what John
Berger had in mind in his classic 1977 essay Why Look At
Animals when he diagnosed the impossibility of seeing animals
that are perpetually on view.1 Against an accumulating urban
backdrop of stuffed toys, animal cartoons, and other surrogates, he argued, animals that are corralled in zoos are themselves only monuments to their own disappearance. Today,
too, many animals that emerge through the bright pixels of
our mobile screens lead us on safaris into disappearing worlds.
Even as we are in a glut of visual consumption, species are

look anew at captive elephants. An artist who works primarily
with lens-based media, Plumb travelled to over eighty zoos in
the United States and Europe between 2009 and 2017 where
she filmed their elephant exhibits. Her camera captures the elephants displaying stereotypic movements induced by the conditions of their captivity. Scientists recognize that these persistent,
repetitive movements of swaying, rocking, shifting the feet, and
head-bobbing are the result of being confined in an abnormal
environment. Many captive species display stereotypies in the
form of such repetitive and compulsive behavior; in humans,
various neurological, psychiatric, and substance abuse issues
can underlie such movements. Plumb edited her footage into

going extinct due to environmental degradation, habitat loss,

a short video of about ten minutes that shows elephant after

and human encroachment.

elephant shifting and swaying in their different enclosures.
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Between 2014 and 2019, she projected this video onto a variety

rides to children in Indiana. Doc, who has never known a life

of largely urban or peri-urban surfaces—walls, building facades,

outside circuses and zoos, lights up the side of a small build-

roofs, storefronts, even vegetation—in many parts of the United

ing in Iceland. The metal bars and sandy earth of his enclosure

States and Europe. Plumb claims that some elephant handlers

glow like a hearth in the bleak wintry landscape. Rex’s long

tell spectators that elephants must sway because they doze while

trunk and legs are topped by the just discernible peaks of the

standing and that the rhythm is calibrated to their heartbeat of

Grand Tetons. Tembo, from Dresden Zoo, fills the ornate tiled

thirty times a minute—hence the title of the video as well as the

arches of Central Park’s Bethesda Terrace. Each incongruous

publication that is a record of this peripatetic art project.

juxtaposition tries to resist an attempt to make meaning—no

Even as we are in a glut of visual
consumption, species are going extinct due
to environmental degradation, habitat loss,
and human encroachment.

can the viewer fully indulge in high-resolution voyeurism.

elephant is being returned to an imagined natural location, nor

“Making visible the invisible” has become axiomatic of analyses of power intended to provoke action. Bringing to light
an issue, a set of circumstances, buried cultural memories, or
forgotten stories is presumed to change minds and activate
people. But visuality and politics do not always map easily onto

The handsome book is published by Radius, a Santa Fe-based
publisher with an admirable commitment to art books. It is
large in format (9.25” x 13.5”), wire bound, with a coated plastic
dust jacket giving it the impression of a binder or a report—unconventional for an artist book but in keeping with the activist
spirit of the project. This is indeed a report—a prison psychiatric photographer’s report for sixty-five Asian and African
elephants that includes a terse biographical record covering
birth, death, capture, and transfers and is supported by expert

each other. The barrage of images to which we are subjected in
our time—on every screen and surface, from the large and distanced (billboards, computer, and television) to the intimate
and handheld (tablet and mobile)—only demonstrates that
our capacity for looking is insatiable. On the one hand, advertisements and social media posts by influencers are a part of
marketing strategies to prompt purchase; on the other hand,
horrific news about devastation elsewhere doesn’t always devastate the viewer.

testimony. The fifty-eight substantial photographs in the book

In her essay Looking at War, Susan Sontag suggested that

document the spectral appearance of the elephants in different

photographs alone do not engender commitment or sympa-

locations, each one flickering into view in the dark night.

thy; even when they shock us, they do not necessarily help us

In these images, we meet the pixelated ghosts of Alice, Billy,

marily concerned with images of war and suffering, photogra-

Bamboo, Hanako, Happy, Lily, Mikki, Maggie, Patience, Raja,
Rene (M’Bili), Sneezy, Suki, Surapa, Tembo, Viola, and many
others, each with their own story—most “wild-caught,” the occasional “captive-born,” but each with a record of sentences
in different zoos, including at times in solitary confinement,

understand the context enough to act.2 While Sontag was priphers have also wielded their cameras on behalf of animals to
conduct exposés of factory farms or experimental labs. Images
are potent, but they also circulate rapidly, without mooring,
and do not always invite a stable reading. Easily available on
the web is Electrocuting the Elephant, a documentary video

denied the companionship of a fellow elephant. Jenny towers

produced by the Edison Studios of the killing of Topsy the el-

above the yellow signage of a Brooklyn bodega with an ener-

ephant at Luna Park, Coney Island, in 1903. More recently,

getic mural on its walls. She died in 2017 and was filmed giving

YouTube has placed some age restrictions on viewing.
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Plumb seems to embrace a contextual approach in the book, in-

looming on the wall, a couple of people walking, and Colleen

viting other voices into her project to expand the frame beyond

Plumb, blowing on her hands, ready to answer questions from

her photographs. Some accompanying essays are written for the

the passers-by or shouted down from the windows by kids. A

book: Les O’Brien, a zookeeper who has since repudiated that

typical question is not about the elephant nor about captivi-

role, describes the deceptive rhetoric and practices of captive

ty, but about whether she has permission to project on the

elephant management through his own journey of realization.

wall. (She does not.) But others do want to know what they’re

Steven M. Wise, who runs the Nonhuman Rights Project that

looking at, what the rocking movements of these large crea-

advocates legal personhood for apes, elephants, dolphins, and

tures mean. Still others probably walk by without looking up,

whales, describes the case of his client Happy, who has been

without asking anything. This is the flexible, open-ended, vari-

captive in the Bronx Zoo for over forty years. For more than

able environment of a public art project, one that competes

a decade after her elephant companions died, Happy has lived
entirely alone in a one-acre enclosure apart from the zoo’s other
elephants. Other essays in the book are reprints: Biologist Marc
Bekoff and philosopher Jessica Pierce discuss the misapplication of the animal welfare paradigm from farms to zoos and its
profound implications on the conditions of captivity for thousands of different species. Joyce Poole, renowned elephant researcher, and Petter Granli, who run the non-profit research,
dissemination, and advocacy organization, Elephant Voices,
draw upon years of experience with elephants in Kenya, particularly at Amboseli National Park, to give a comprehensive
overview of the physiology, mobility, and culture of elephants in
their own habitat. They make a vigorous case for why no circus
or zoo, no matter how much it might expand its exhibit design,
can fulfill conditions for the well-being of elephants. Together
with the other essays in the book, Poole and Granli’s reflections
serve to bolster the argument against the captivity of elephants.

The core tension in any live art project
is how documentation effectively conveys
the interactive experience of the events
and encounters themselves.
However, it is the opening essay by Julia Cooke that gives us

with the distractions and nonchalance of city life. Here the elephants haunt urban spaces—sometimes seen, sometimes unobserved. Their repetitive stepping and bobbing and the flickering projection of the video continually bring them in and out
of our world. When these same elephants step onto the page of
the book, this ambiguity halts.
The core tension in any live art project is how documentation
effectively conveys the interactive experience of the events
and encounters themselves. For many public art and socially
engaged art projects, documentation is the exhibitable afterlife.
Colleen Plumb is an image maker as much as a public artist, and
it’s evident that she has given considerable thought to the material production of images in the book. Many of these are transparencies that cast their own bluish nighttime glow, as the video
once might have, when the page is turned. Yet the images are
less uncanny than they likely were on the street. Each photograph stills the elephant even as it offers us the specificity of individual lives and locations. There are few people in the images.
With its movement quelled, each elephant appears more sculptural and symbolic. As the captions and essays direct our eyes
and attention, the book acquires a slight didacticism—one that
is not altogether misplaced although it seems to be relinquishing trust in the work that art left to its own devices can do.
I had made my way through much of the book before I actually
watched the video Thirty Times a Minute. In the opening pages

a glimpse into what the experience of Plumb’s public projec-

of the book, a sleeve with a pull-out insert unfolds to show a

tions might have been. A cold night in Bushwick, the elephant

series of frames from the video. A URL directs you to Plumb’s
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website where it is on view. The ten-minute, fourteen-second
video, with a sound score but no commentary, is powerful. As if
counting the beat of a score that will never end, elephants one
after another rock back and forth, each interned in an enclosure and then further confined in the video frame. It is impossible to watch the elephants shift their feet, sway, shift, weave
back and forth in front of bars and barriers, sway, and shift
again without experiencing a visceral sensation of claustrophobia and containment.
It might be a small quibble, but I question the decision to insert
into this sequence images of human hands on elephant skin.
To my mind, it is a weak effort at establishing contact with the
animal that is unnecessary, even inappropriate, in the face of
such profound interior distress.
While the book is laid out to allow for easy rotation, the demand
it places on the viewer is a trifle irksome. A horizontal two-page
spread is followed by a recto landscape rotated ninety degrees,
then a return to the horizontal, back to a rotated image, and so
on. Either you wheel the book from side to side—which, unless
you are seated at a table, is not always convenient given its
size—or you start shaking your head back and forth with the
changing orientation. And if you opt, as I did, for the latter, you
might find in this odd embodiment that mirrors the rocking
heads of the captive elephants what I did—a palpable and
strange disquietude of recognition.

Radhika Subramaniam is Associate Professor of Visual Culture at
Parsons School of Design/The New School where she was also the
first Director/Chief Curator of the Sheila C. Johnson Design Center
from 2009-2017. She is presently completing a book about
a medieval elephant named Abu’l Abbas.

NOTES
1. J. Berger, “Why Look at Animals?” in Great Ideas: Why Look At Animals? (London: Penguin Books Great Ideas, 2009), 12-37.
2. S. Sontag, “Looking at War,” New Yorker, December 2, 2002.
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FINDING SELF AND NATION AT NATURE’S BASE
Richard Blaustein

Stone,” which amplifies on the
power of erosion, with a focus
on the surface and subsurface
sounds resounding in the sandstone formations she loves.
Tempest lays out the public
and private scope of her meditation early on. Reflecting on

A review of Terry Tempest Williams, Erosion: Essays of Undoing
(Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2019)

Ecologically speaking, “erosion” has double significance: it
conjures human degradation, especially of soil that underpins
our food and natural systems; and, on a broader time scale,
it evokes the collective work of winds, water, and the Earth’s
moving surface that sculpts the planet’s varied settings and regulates its chemistry. In her book Erosion: Essays of Undoing,
celebrated conservationist and writer Terry Tempest Williams
looks straight at this ecological wearing away and adds to her
purview the erosion of self and community, which similarly has

the Utah landscape that is her
home, Tempest writes: “What
is real, given what we know?
I trust what I see—in an erosional landscape such as this,
weathering agents are real: water freezes and shatters stone,
rocks fall from the force of gravity; new rapids appear in rivers.
Storms gather and floods roar through dry washes, cutting and
scouring a wider channel and changing the course of water.
Perhaps this is what is happening to us now—we are being worn
down to our essence as we are forced to change course” (20).

a two-fold possibility: existential erasure or an unfolding that

Interlinked with the erosion theme, Tempest recurrently presents

occasions recasting and renewal.

the ethic and experience of “wilderness” as an agent of reconnec-

Erosion’s essays, written from 2012 to 2019, movingly address
personal loss—the pained ending of Williams’ teaching at the
University of Utah and the suicide of a beloved brother—and
portentous public contests involving western United States lands
and global climate change. Additionally, Williams spotlights
places, people, and laws (notably the Wilderness Act and the
Endangered Species Act) that inspire hope amidst erosional indifference to heritage and nature. Published shortly before the full-

tion, which she expounds in an early chapter (co-authored with
her husband, Brook Williams) on the Wilderness Act of 1964.
Celebrating the poetic language of the law, she invites us to listen
to its definition of wilderness: “An area where the earth and its
community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself
is a visitor who does not remain... an area of undeveloped Federal
land retaining its primeval character and influence... protected
and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions” (37).

blown coronavirus outbreak in the United States, the book is even

The Wilderness Act has proven to be as potent as its language.

more pertinent now. Tempest does not prophesize a certainty,

It began by safeguarding 54 areas totaling 9.1 million acres, and

but rather two directions—two evolutions. The better of these is

it now protects over 800 areas covering more than 110 million

genuine human and ecological community, and it is enabled when

acres. Moreover, with the threat of climate change—which is

enlivened advocacies meet with a grief (an erosion) that brings

frequently underscored in Erosion—wilderness becomes criti-

core priorities to the surface. In the recently released paperback

cal for many of our stewardship responses. “As the Earth heats

edition, Williams adds an evocative chapter, “The Resonance of

up, wilderness offers a cooling of the senses, a storing of the
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waters, and a bank of biodiversity where carbon is held, not
spent... an insurance policy against ecological disasters caused
by desertification, acidification, and mindless development
that also leaves the land bare of beauty and vulnerable” (38).
In the tradition of Thoreau, wilderness can also be politically
empowering. In another chapter in Erosion, Williams interviews environmentalist Tim DeChristopher, who spent two
years in prison for posing as a buyer at an auction and bidding
up the price of Bureau of Land Management land access. In the
interview, they discuss DeChristopher’s wilderness sojourns.
“My views on how to live, and what actually makes me happy;
how to form a little community out there with a few people;
how human actions really work... they all formed out there,”
DeChristopher says. “And I think that’s part of why some
people fight against wilderness, fight to extinguish all of it....
It’s a place where people can think freely. Tyranny can never be
complete as long as there’s wilderness” (118).

Interlinked with the erosion theme,
Tempest recurrently presents the ethic
and experience of “wilderness” as an
agent of reconnection.

to court, and court rulings could be issued before the end of
2020 ( see NRDC litigation and advocacy updates at https://
www.nrdc.org/court-battles/nrdc-et-v-trump-bears-ears

).

The Trump administration has nonetheless proceeded in soliciting potential business contracts, with permits possibly being
granted this October, depending on how the cases proceed.
In one essay, “Nahodishgish: A Place To Be Let Alone,” written
three days after President Obama established Bears Ears National
Monument, Williams celebrates the language of the proclamation.
“Within this historical document,” writes Williams, “the reader will
find a language more akin to poetry than public policy, well worth
reading out loud around a dinner table or campfire” (191). The
official document also resonantly describes the ancient artifacts
of ancient peoples and their living presence within Bears Ears, a
tribute to native peoples’ leadership in securing its protection.
In “A Deeper Vow February 28, 2018,” written after President
Trump’s December 4, 2017, declaration, Williams describes
the Bears Ears contest as a heavy tale, but not without redemptive possibility. “The story of Bears Ears National Monument
is a story of power,” Williams writes. “The power of the land,
the power of the federal government, the power of the Mormon
Church (which dominates Utah politics), the power of the fossil
fuel industry, and the power of Native People who have inhab-

Williams is eloquent when writing on wilderness and other settings in her Utah home state, especially with the chapters on
Bears Ears National Monument. In December 2016, President
Obama granted Bears Ears National Monument its protected
status under the Antiquities Act, thereby protecting its ecological, archaeological, and native people signatures, in addition to
its dramatic western landscape. But in 2017, the Trump administration moved to drastically reduce Bears Ears from 1.3 million
acres to 200,000 acres and allow extraction and grazing interests to use the freed-up land. (The Trump administration similarly cut Grand Staircase Escalante National Monument, also
in Utah.) Currently, native peoples and western and national
environmental groups have taken the Trump administration

ited these lands for millennia.”
Later in the chapter, she recounts a visit to the monument area
with Jonah Yellowman, the Navajo spiritual leader, whom she
asks about the effect of Trump’s move on him. “‘Bears Ears
is a sacred place for us,’ Jonah reiterated. ‘Now, it is threatened. We have to go deeper.’” (259). Reflecting on his words,
Williams writes, “Perhaps Jonah’s call to go deeper is a call
to acknowledge the power that resides in the Earth itself, the
organic intelligence inherent in deserts, forests, in rivers and
oceans, and in all manner of species beyond our own.”
In addition to public contests, Williams also finds nature’s power
in personal losses. She describes the pain of losing her teaching
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job at the University of Utah, which, she points out, just happened to coincide with her own Bureau of Land Management
bidding for conservation purposes. The loss of her position
strikes at her identity as a teacher in Utah, but it ends up heightening her attachment to natural settings in the United States.
Perhaps the most tender chapter is the one on her brother,
Dan, who committed suicide and to whom she dedicates the
book. Williams (170) depicts her brother’s strong intellect (“He
read and understood the texts of Nietzsche and Husserl and
Heidegger and Wittgenstein as thoughtfully as any scholar I
knew”), his talent (his last job was releasing raptors—redtail
hawks were his favorite—into the wild), and his suffering with
addiction. Their sibling bond endured, “and when things got
bad,” writes Williams, “I was there to rescue him.” We find in
Dan, too, the book’s motif. “I am eroding—Dan said to me. I
am eroding—I say to him now,” writes Williams.
Later, in the crematorium, she waits for many hours with her
other brother Hank. Before the considerate operator finalizes
the reduction to ashes, he brings to Williams and Hank the last,
hot bones of their brother Dan. “We wanted to touch them, but
instead place our hands just close enough to feel the heat emanating from them. The remaining energy of our brother’s life was
being transferred into the palms of our hands,” writes Williams.
It is a powerful and strangely beautiful episode in the book, one
that depicts a silent thermodynamics at work in redemptive erosion—a life’s warmth transported to its kin. The chapter ends
with Hank taking Dan’s ashes to Cedar Mountain Wilderness
Area and Utah, releasing “the white ashes of Dan’s body to the

commemorates lost Native American life. For example, in one
work, she draws red petroglyph-like sketchings on a dike which
incorporates Native American village and bodily remains.
During this visit, Williams observes gaunt pelicans, formerly healthy visitors of the lake who set their eggs at Gunnison
Island. The drought has made for a land bridge to Gunnison
Island, over which coyotes steal the formerly safe eggs.
Yet the lake still beckons, and Williams immerses herself in
it, grieving and healing for herself, amidst the pelicans, the
Native American resonances, and the world. “Without thought,
I baptize myself by the authority vested in me, not God, not
patriarchy, with only the lake as my witness. My immersion is
complete” (173).
As she comes out of the water, she sees Anderson, not too
far off, and realizes: “She offers me the refuge and courage of
women who dare to live by their own authority, trusting their
instincts, and follow their calling to create beauty in the midst
of despair for another generation. She holds the vision of a retreating Great Salt Lake not as a vanishing presence but as a
guidepost for what is to come” (173).
Indeed, the guideposts are there, and even the gaunt pelicans,
ambling to an unfixed destiny, persist. Surprisingly in 2020, we
find a resurgence of persistence, living within a greater threatened, yet communicating, nature. It is in this condition that
Terry Tempest Williams’s Erosion: Essays of Undoing reads
as a generous meditation for a way beyond an exploited time
and place, to a redeemed American vista.

earth and sky, acknowledged by a circling hawk above what he
could hear but not see—one body yielding to another.”
The essay “The Lost Daughter of the Ocean” also resonantly
links a relationship to a place, this time the Great Salt Lake,
for which Williams is famously associated from her widely
read 1991 book, Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and
Place. Williams goes there with her friend and former student,
Alisha Anderson, a landscape artist. In her art, Anderson
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Richard Blaustein is a science, environmental, and legal journalist
based out of Washington, DC. In addition to Minding Nature, he has
contributed to BioScience, Physics World, Physics Today, World Policy
Journal, Washington Lawyer and other publications. He is currently
working on a book on climate change abrupt change in the paleo and
contemporary world. He has written for Minding Nature in the past,
including on geologist and climate scientist William Ruddiman and his
early Anthropocene hypothesis and landscape architect Julia Watson.
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WHETHER A CHRISTIAN ANIMISM
Jason M. Brown

this planet. At the core of his
moral argument is what some
have called the re-enchantment theory of environmental values. In 1993 scientist
Stephen J. Gould wrote, “We
cannot win this battle to save
species

and

environments

without forging an emotionA review of Mark I. Wallace, When God Was a Bird: Christianity,
Animism, and the Re-enchantment of the World (Fordham University
Press, 2018)

RE-ENCHANTING A DISENCHANTED CHRISTIANITY

The week I spent reading religious studies scholar Mark I.
Wallace’s When God was a Bird was a week graced by the
presence of birds. Early on, I noticed the first warblers of the
spring making their stop in Vancouver on their annual hemispheric pilgrimage. One afternoon, I took a break from reading
and went for a hike to the high knoll lookout at Minnekhada
Regional Park in Coquitlam, British Columbia. On the way
back, I crossed a large beaver pond scattered with pairs of mallards and what I think were ring-necked ducks. As I rounded
a bend in the trail, I turned to the left and unexpectedly made
direct eye contact with a large barred owl who was perched on
a Douglas fir tree branch. I let out an involuntary sound, which
in turn startled the owl, who silently took flight toward the
safety of another tree farther off the trail. On another morning,
out for a run, a female starling flushed from under a fence and
almost collided with me. On my third or fourth lap around my
block, a local crow, who was nesting nearby, issued a warning
cackle, swooped at me, and then darted back to a safe height. I
have found a new attentiveness to my encounters with birds to

al bond between ourselves
and nature as well” (45).
Wallace boldly steps into an
exploratory stance by seeking
to bridge Christianity with
animism—the anthropological category for dwelling in a world of
personhood beyond the human being. Here he is partly responding to claims by historian of technology Lynn White, Jr., that
Christianity is deeply anthropocentric. In addition to defending
Christianity from this claim, Wallace is taking a further step by
arguing against some claims in the field of critical plant studies—
such as Matthew Hall’s Plants as Persons: A Philosophical
Botany—that Christianity, despite efforts to “go green,” still encourages an understanding of the world as mere spiritual symbol
at best, and economic object as worst. While much more could
be written on this work, here I focus on two central claims: that
Christianity is at heart animistic, and that birds—in particular,
doves—are a tangible incarnation of the Christian Holy Spirit.
RECLAIMING A CHRISTIAN ANIMISM

Wallace’s first task is to embed historical Christianity within an
animist world. While the term animism has a checkered past, it
has in recent years been reclaimed. Anthropologist E.B. Tylor
coined the term to describe the (to him) false epistemological

be one of the fruits of reading When God was a Bird.

notion among “primitive” peoples that objects of nature were oc-

Wallace joins other theologians and activists who seek to infuse

nition of animism as a worldview until the twentieth century,

Christianity with a stronger sense of God’s presence in the world,

when it took on a more descriptively ontological meaning. As

and the intrinsic sacredness of the creatures with whom we share

Graham Harvey has written, animism is the view that “recognizes

cupied by spiritual powers or beings. This was the standard defi-
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that the world is full of persons, only some of whom are human,

after it like a mother hen—one of many animal images of God.

and that life is lived in relationship with others.” (quoted on 9).

Rather than the aloof and invisible sky-God or the Transcendent

In addition to this more descriptive usage, many in the environmental movement have taken a more affirmative ethical/

Heavenly King of monotheistic stereotype, the God of the Hebrew
Bible is wildly and vividly present in the world.

normative stance with respect to animism: Animism is a more

In the New Testament, Jesus’s parables and his very life are

appropriate view of the world, a view that could help shift

filled with elemental, wild, and bucolic characters and imagery.

Western materialist assumptions that the world is so much

Jesus shamanistically heals with spit and clay, wanders in

raw material to be converted into cash and calories. Wallace’s

the desert, communes with creatures and angels, and affirms

approach is to bridge this more normative understanding of

the intrinsic value of the fox, the lily, and the sparrow in his

animism with biblical Christianity. This “animo-theism” is

folksy parables. Wallace’s writings are filled with imagery that

defined as “the belief that all beings, including nonhuman

reminds us just how out-of-doors the Bible really is.

animals, are imbued with the divine presence” (2).

Wallace joins other theologians and activists
who seek to infuse Christianity with a
stronger sense of God’s presence in the
world, and the intrinsic sacredness of the
creatures with whom we share this planet.

So, if Wallace is claiming that the Bible expresses a definition of
animism that shows “all beings are imbued with the divine presence,” then he has succeeded. However, if we define animism
along its more ethnographically typical definition of a world
filled with autonomous personhoods, only some of which are
human, then I am not sure he can claim the same level of success.
By this I mean that most animistic peoples do not necessarily
assume, like Christians, that there is a single creator God who

There is clearly much to recover in the Christian tradition related
to our relationship to the Earth, as many contemporary ecological
theologians and activists are discovering, and as Pope Francis’s
Encyclical Letter Laudato Si makes clear. However, very few in
this field have attempted to claim that Christianity is animistic
in its orientation toward the world. Terms such as “incarnational” or “sacramental” are more common, usually meaning that

manifests through creation. Rather, the world is populated by
various peoples: bear people, eagle people, mountain people,
and plant people. Ancestors, gods, and spirit beings are among
them, to be sure; but a unifying ground of being is not always
common, except in cases of syncretism with monotheistic traditions. Each people or entity of the world then requires a specific sociality and reciprocity. This ethnographic categorization
seems distinct from Wallace’s definition of an animo-theism,

God is present to creation, but not synonymous with it.

which feels closer to a sort of panentheistic sacramentalism.

As Wallace rightly points out, the Bible contains echoes of the an-

Additionally, a troubling tendency I have noticed in the “New”

imistic past in its depictions of the Israelite’s Canaanite indige-

Animism, and something that I didn’t hear addressed in

nous ancestors. The God of the Hebrew Bible walks in the garden

Wallace’s book, is that there is a dark side of living in a world

with Adam and Eve, manifests in cloud, light, and fire, and burns

alive with various personhoods. Generally speaking, indigenous

as a bush. God is elemental and botanical. God speaks to Moses

societies strongly emphasize reciprocity with the personhoods

face to face, and the ground that Moses stands on before the bush

of the world—not out of a constructed intrinsic value system,

is declared holy. God creates and sustains all of creation, looking

but out of the very real prospect that if one does not interact
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properly with one’s neighbors, they could kill you, make you

for a merely symbolic reading of the Gospel accounts, which var-

ill, cause you to be sterile, or at the very least make you go

iously state that the Holy Spirit descended from Heaven as, or in

hungry. Animism is not just a proper or primordial ecological

the form of, a dove. The Greek hosei can mean “as” or “like,” so

value, but a practical and essential social value. For example, in

there is some wiggle room in the literal interpretation. However,

Julie Cruikshank’s ethnography of the Tlingit and Athabascan

Wallace points out that the Gospel of Luke uses the term “in

peoples in Alaska, glaciers are imagined as sentient creatures.

bodily form as a dove,” which offers a stronger linguistic case for

But they are not warm and fuzzy glacier people who all must
treat with holy reverence, they are monsters that will try to kill

his claim that the dove is an incarnation of the Holy Spirit.

you if you cook with grease near them or use foul language.1

I appreciate Wallace’s fresh reading of these two critical scenes

This is not to say that I find a Christian animism impossible, but

of the Biblical texts. However, within a Trinitarian reading,

simply that there are more issues and questions to be worked
out if we are to engage in dialogue with animism in its broader
cultural context as we search for normative applications in a
distinct theo-anthropological setting.
THE HOLY SPIRIT AS BIRD

Wallace’s second core argument, referenced in the title of his
book, is that a Christian animism can look to the avian manifestation of the Holy Spirit as the animal face of God. Whereas
God took the form of a human being in Jesus of Nazareth, God
also took the form of a bird in at least two instances: first, at

from the Bible. They do much to bring to the fore the earthiness
to concretize the Holy Spirit as the animal face of God feels
a bit awkward. After all, are humans not animals? Is Jesus of
Nazareth not the human-animal face of God? Does the cosmic
dimension of Christ not account for the animistic view of the
world in which God becomes matter?

Wallace’s second core argument, referenced
in the title of his book, is that a Christian
animism can look to the avian manifestation
of the Holy Spirit as the animal face of God.

the creation, when the spirit of God hovered over the primordial waters; and second, when the spirit descended from heaven
in the form of a dove after the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan

In the classical formulation of the Blessed Trinity, God the Father

River. Wallace writes, “The heart of my argument is that God in

eternally begets God the Son. The Holy Spirit is imagined as the

biblical times was encountered as a bird-God.” (31).

love between Father and Son. They are three persons of one sub-

In the first words of the Hebrew creation story, the spirit
(veruah) hovers (merahefet) over the watery chaos. The
Hebrew word merahefet can be used to mean flutter, hover,
tremble, or shake. For Wallace this is a clear reference to a kind
of primordial Holy Spirit-bird, who manifests at the beginning
of the creative act. The world awakens to the flutter of God as
bird. I found this to be a very powerful image.

stance. It is through the Holy Spirit that God dwells in us, and
in creation. Thus, in the Bible and throughout various Christian
spiritualities, the Holy Spirit seems to have a stronger affinity with
elemental nature than with animal nature. Ruach, Spiritus, and
Pneuma each mean breath; the Holy Spirit is Holy Breath, air.
During Pentecost, the Holy Spirit manifests as “tongues of fire,”
and the disciples are moved to speak in tongues. The “spirit body’s”
forth, as Wallace says, in many forms and in many manifestations.

Next, Wallace argues that the reference to the Holy Spirit as a

Rather than being a concrete incarnation as the Son, the Spirit is

dove in all four Gospels of the New Testament reveals a primitive

the force of love that binds creations to Creator, the inscape of

Christian belief that God was a bird. Wallace chides Christians

each precious individual where Creator and creature touch.
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Wallace uses a wonderful phrase to refer to God’s presence in
the world: promiscuous incarnation. He writes, “God in Jesus
and the Spirit embraces the fleshly reality of all interrelated organisms.” (14). I agree with this statement wholeheartedly, but
I would propose that the theology of the incarnation already
does much of this theological work. The niche of the Holy Spirit
in the spiritual ecology of the Trinity seems better understood
as the open space in the dynamic relationship between Father
and Son, Creator and creature.
WHITHER CHRISTIAN ANIMISM?

There is much more that could be said—and much more that I
hope will be said—about the prospects of a Christian animism.
One perennial question for those of us interested in a theology of ecology is the issue of theodicy: If God is so immanently
present to the world, why all the suffering and pain? Wallace’s
insistence that the Earth become cruciform only refers to the
ecocidal mania of global capitalism, rather than more existential questions about how a loving God can be present to such
deep suffering in the natural world. Or, what might be the eschatological and soteriological view of a Christian animist? Do
all dogs go to heaven? What fate might all of the created order
be headed toward through the cosmic Christ?

process or open theology? And while I enjoyed reading about
Wallace’s time spent in Costa Rica or walking the Camino de
Santiago, I think a focus on liturgical projects such as the Wild
Church Network or the Seminary of the Wild would have given
greater specificity to how an authentic Christian animism is
being lived today.2
Lastly, in future conversations about a Christian animism,
I would like to discuss the merit of using Thomas Merton’s
claims in The New Seeds of Contemplation that all creatures
are saints. Referring to the Thisness (Haecceity) of John Duns
Scotus and the inscape of Gerard Manly Hopkins, Merton claims
that everything that is, is Holy. Thus the Christian concept of
the Communion of Saints, affirmed in the Apostle’s and Nicene
Creeds, seems like fertile ground for further discussion about a
more robust incarnational, panentheistic Christian animism.3
I am grateful for the time I spent with this book. These are the
kinds of conversations I want to be having with fellow Christians
and non-Christians alike. I am dedicated to the same project
as Wallace: reclaiming an ecological depth to Christianity. I
hope this conversation will continue, and Christians everywhere are willing to explore the ecological dimensions of their
own faith—a faith where God and the world are inextricably
wrapped in loving embrace.

In addition, I thought that Wallace’s later chapters missed some
opportunities to strengthen his argument. For example, I found
Chapter 3 to be somewhat scattered. It attempts to lump Jesus
the Shaman, St. Augustine, and Hildegard of Bingen together
without a strong enough throughput. Additionally, I didn’t find
these voices strong advocates for a Christian animism, when
there are other resources within the Christian cannon that

Jason M. Brown is a Lecturer in Humanities and Resources
and Environmental Management at Simon Fraser University in
Vancouver, British Columbia. He has joint Master’s degrees from
Yale in forestry and theology. His PhD is in Resource, Environment
and Sustainability from The Institute for Resources, Environment and
Sustainability at the University of British Columbia.

could have been tapped. For example, why St. Augustine and
not the Cappadocian fathers’ cosmic Christology of the logoi, or

NOTES

St. Francis of Assisi’s kinship with creatures? Or, in Chapter 4,

1. J. Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen? Local Knowledge, Colonial Encounters, and Social
Imagination (Vancouver, BC, Canada: UBC Press, 2007).

why spend so much time reclaiming John Muir as a Christian
animist and not mention more contemporary voices such as

2. These projects can be found at: The Wild Church Network, https://www.wildchurchnetwork.com/; The Seminary of the Wild, https://www.seminaryofthewild.com/.

Teilhard de Chardin’s “Mass on the World” or Thomas Berry’s

3. T. Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation (New York: New Directions, 2007).

anthropocosmic vision? Or contemporary developments in
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odonate-o-philes is used to

AN ODE TO THE PURSUIT

provide context, history, and

Jessica Ware

clarity throughout the text.
However, this book does
not simply cite community members to describe the
global pursuit of odonatology; Cindy discusses her own
life as an odonatologist, both

A review of Cindy Crosby, Chasing Dragonflies: A Natural, Cultural

with

and Personal History, Illustrated by Peggy Macnamara. (Evanston,

memoir-style

details

about the day-to-day journey

IL: Northwestern University Press, 2020).

of an odonate enthusiast and

When I mention to people that I work on dragonflies and dam-

with reference to her read-

selflies (Insecta: Odonata), they invariably share with me their

ings of recent scientific pub-

own personal experiences with odonates: vivid recollections

lications on the dragonflies she discusses. She gives insight

of odonates landing on their arms when fishing, memories of

into the Dragonfly Society of America’s meetings, where she

dragonflies perching nearby following a significant person-

collects shoulder-to-shoulder with other odonate experts and

al trauma, and fond reflections of childhood summers filled

nature enthusiasts alike. I was pleasantly surprised to find

with damselflies. As one travels, the stories one hears of drag-

that Crosby’s first national meeting of the DSA (in Decorah,

onflies and damselflies may vary, but the general fascination

Iowa) was also my first DSA meeting, and in many ways her

with odonates that people express seems universal. It’s hard

journey of odonate discovery is parallel to the journey all of us

to separate the deep cultural significance of odonates from our

go on as we become obsessed with these remarkable insects.

personal memories, and rarely do we find a book that discuss-

Accompanying her written journey in the book are colorful wa-

es these aspects alongside scientific data. Cindy Crosby’s new

tercolor plates depicting the author’s path and the insects she

book, Chasing Dragonflies: A Natural, Cultural and Personal

so adores. These illustrations by Peggy Macnamara are stun-

History, does just that, melding science with personal journey

ning, combining biological illustration-style realism with the

while displaying beautifully that the two aspects need not be

soft watercolors of landscapes.

separated.

Particularly interesting chapters cover migration, dragon-

Curious about dragonfly and damselfly anatomy? Interested to

fly art, and steps for creating a dragonfly-friendly garden. As

know the cultural significance of odonates? Concerned about

someone with a dragonfly tattoo, I have often marveled at the

conservation of these remarkable insects? Nature lovers do

fact that so many choose this beautiful insect as the most per-

love a good tale about odonates, and Crosby’s new book does

manent of fashion choices. Crosby also wonders at this and

not disappoint in this regard. Crosby covers several topics

lists a sampling of the Odonata-themed items in her life, in-

in the seventeen chapters of this near-pocket-sized volume,

cluding clothing, wallet, beverages, socks, and dishes. As I can

packing the book with quotes and personal observations by

attest, once you begin chasing dragonflies, they tend to gather

community members, from Kurt Mead to Dennis Paulson,

around you in various material forms. Then the world expands

from Marla Garrison to Kim Smith. Commentary by these

in many directions with local inflections. Sarot and later
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Corbet, for example, discussed the various local terminologies
used to describe odonates in cultural lore: darners, spike-tails,
demoiselles.1 Crosby discusses this lore, as well, peppering it
with her own discussions with the public and many dragonfly
scientists and aficionados.
In discussing migration—when will the first migrating Anax be
seen in her yard?—Crosby’s notes will feel relatable to anyone
longing for signs of spring and summer. She also asks questions repeated by everyone I know, from my young children to
my elderly Nan: “Why do dragonflies migrate?” and “Why don’t
damselflies migrate?” To answer such questions, she weaves
facts from the primary literature with community knowledge,
sparking new questions for the reader. In one standout chapter
about creating dragonfly and damselfly habitats in one’s yard,
Crosby seamlessly links the perceived cultural significance of
odonates to the desire to have them nearby. From mosquitoes
to blackflies, horseflies to midges, dragonflies and damselflies
are terrific natural predators of the flies that plague us, and
Crosby provides tips on making a habitat suitable to support
odonates, finishing with her signature personal reflections
about a very relatable moment of relaxation on her lawn chair,
watching dragonflies.
Chasing Dragonflies could easily be a book about birding,
about horticulture, about someone’s passion about fishing.
But the uniqueness of odonates is what makes this book such a
compelling read. Unlike a book about, say, flies or snakes, the
subjects of this book are considered by many to be mystical,
ethereal, and divine, and the nature of dragonflies and damselflies keeps us turning pages to learn more about them. Crosby’s
writing describes a path of self-discovery, ecological study, and
organismal biology, and thus, it speaks to readers across disciplines, whether those readers find themselves crawling, swimming, or simply sitting still in pursuit of dragonflies.

Jessica Ware is an assistant curator in invertebrate zoology at the
American Museum of Natural History. Dr. Ware’s research focuses on
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the evolution of behavioral and physiological adaptations in insects,
with an emphasis on how these occur in Odonata (dragonflies and
damselflies) and Dictyoptera (termites, cockroaches and mantises).
She is the current president of the Worldwide Dragonfly Association
and is the Vice President elect of the Entomological Society of
America. She was recently awarded a PECASE medal from the
US government for her work on insect evolution.

NOTES
1. E.E. Sarot, Folklore of the Dragonfly: A Linguistic Approach, vol. 29 (Rome, Italy: Storia e
Letteratura, 1958); P.S. Corbet, Dragonflies: Behavior and Ecology of Odonata (Colchester,
UK: Harley Books, 1999).
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terrifying, it also means that

OUR RIVERINE DNA

we’re not completely alone but

Eiren Caffall

rather in this together, and in
that knowledge lies a huge
amount of power. Arsenault
asks us to recognize and access
this power in the kindest,
most forthcoming, self-aware,
and subtle call to action I have

A review of Kerri Arsenault, Mill Town: Reckoning with What

read in a long time.

Remains (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2020).

The morning I sat down to write this review my phone rang. An

◆◆◆

old friend was on the other end. “They found a malignant-appear-

Mill Town traces the history

ing mass in my colonoscopy yesterday,” she told me. “It’s ten centimeters. I need some information.”
She knew that my mother had died two years ago from colon
cancer. She knew I’d been living with chronic illness myself for
more than two decades. She wanted to know where I went for my
alternative therapies, how to find the best surgeon, who to call. I
gave her a list, names, recommendations, tried to send strength
through the phone.
“I drink this Chinese herbal tea every morning,” she said. “What if
that gave me cancer?”

of Arsenault’s family legacy
in the small Maine town of Mexico, a mill town on the
Androscoggin River, up the coast from the tourist meccas of
“America’s Vacationland.” Arsenault does a very complex and
nuanced thing for an American writer these days. She braids
together stories of class, work, and migration for small town
Acadian Catholics into a layered story of place, choice, and capitalist control that spans decades and yet feels as intimate as
your own blood, your own DNA.
Arsenault’s family survived the forced removal of Acadians from
northern lands and drifted down into Maine to work in logging

“You are a human being living in twenty-first century America,”

camps and eventually paper mills, once Maine’s largest form

I said. “I just finished this amazing book last night, about dioxin

of industry. Her father, grandfather, and great-grandfather all

and paper manufacturing and cancer. There’s so much poison

called mill work their own. The family and the town radiated

in the world now, we’re all eating dioxin every day. You can’t say

working class pride in jobs done well and the paper provided for

conclusively anymore where your level of exposure came from.

National Geographic magazines—the glossy images of Planet

It’s in all of us now.”

Earth and its creatures showcased on paper they alone were able

It was cold comfort to offer, but it also felt like the most important thing I could give her. It was an understanding that Kerri
Arsenault’s book, Mill Town: Reckoning with What Remains,

to produce, turning the fierce forests of Northern Maine, dense
and full of moose, into stories consumed by the rest of the world.
But Arsenault’s own life went a different way.

gave me. The reasons we fall ill, lose work, get left behind as

Her parents made sacrifices of income and mobility to do what

communities and people and families, are so much bigger than

Americans are told we must, provide a better life for our chil-

we know, so much more complex and entangled. While that’s

dren. Arsenault went west to college, married a boy from “away”
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(in this case, near neighbor Massachusetts), and built a life

The complexities of who gets to tell these stories, who gets to

apart from her home state, rendering her an outsider in a com-

have a voice, lace through Arsenault’s book, layering the per-

munity that had four generations of family buried in its ground.

sonal alongside the very real political and economic pressures

From that perspective, Arsenault writes about class, work, and
what it means to leave, recognizing the stubborn, self-defeating
behavior of her people as they reject her perspective because
she’s left. Speaking early in the book of an outside organization
trying to help the paper mill untangle the mess of its pollution
and aftermath, Arsenault writes, “Maybe [people from that organization] held themselves above and apart from those they
claimed to help, and in doing so, weren’t able to see residents
eye to eye. And this imbalance bred a defensiveness that lodged
in our town gestalt.” (41).

that silence people. Both the selectmen and Department of
Environmental Protection bow to company pressures, afraid of
the economic costs of saying no to jobs that come with dioxin
poisoning and the resultant cancer in their own bodies or aplastic anemia in the bodies of their children. Who better to tell the
story than the people themselves? But Arsenault continually
makes sure that the reader understands that community reluctance to speak up for its own needs comes as much from pride
as coercion. They want to be seen as they are, not characters in
some story they don’t control. In one memorable passage, she
quotes a worker at a town meeting discussing pollution:

Over the course of the narrative, Arsenault tries to fight along-

Mercury. And that’s all in the ground down there. They

side her former neighbors against both the dioxin pollution

don’t tell nobody nothin’. They buried it down there. You

that has formed the paper mill towns along the Androscoggin

know what? The cancer rate in that mill is un-be-live-a-ble!

into “Cancer Valley” and the efforts of Nestle to claim the town

Can you imagine how much mercury is in the water down

water for a new bottling plant. Her efforts are requested but

there? It’s there for-evah. I don’t care how high in the spring

rejected: she’s too close, she’s too far away. But to me, her per-

the rivah is. That don’t wash away. Mercury’s too heavy.

spective on this story is at exactly the right distance. Like the

That’s in the watah. Do I know anyone else who wuhked

best Richard Russo novel, she unpacks layer upon layer of his-

in chemical unloading? Ha ha ha. They’re all dead. Please

tories of the bodies and psyches of her former neighbors—her

don’t put my name on this. When you live in this town its

parents’ neighbors—to reveal character, choices, and traps. You
know those people, why they stay when she leaves. You follow
them to funerals for deaths from colon cancer, lung disease,
chemical burns from bleach rooms and paper processing. You
stand at the Union memorial to industrial accidents.
As you do, Arsenault refuses to pull any punches, or to turn
her observing eye from her neighbors or herself. “‘I went to a
funeral today,” an old friend says to her. “And ninety percent of

amazin’. See, I get my pension through the mill (242).
At the opening, Mill Town reads as if it will find a smoking gun,
a big reveal of buried data, a company or government cover-up
that, once identified, will break the story open and change
things for good. We’re used to books like that. My own mother,
a Department of Environmental Protection hydrogeologist for
the state of Massachusetts, told me with pride as she was dying
of colon cancer that she’d worked alongside the scientist who’d

the people there, I love. I stay because of love.” (270)

uncovered the story that turned into A Civil Action. But there

“Where do you live now?” asks another friend, seeing Arsenault

a better, truer picture of the ways in which infrastructural clas-

back home at the grocery store. “In Connecticut,” she says,

sism, racism, and neglect happen all the time, in towns all over

“in a farmhouse.” “Martha Stewart lives in a farmhouse in

this country, as they are turned into sacrifice zones that the rich

Connecticut,” her friend responds (177).

exploit as they’ve exploited powerless people since this country
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began. The big reveal is that this is the most normal thing our

◆◆◆

country does. But the horror, and the spotlight, are still very

My mother went back to college when I was ten, studying

much needed, and Arsenault doesn’t let herself or us get away
with anything:
Those who can’t move become receptacles for our trash.
We have always remanded garbage to the margins, to
silent locations of despair, or tossed it into streams and
watched it float away like a toy boat we can’t trace. Out of
sight, out of mind allows us to rest easier because we want
to believe that there is no lead in our tap water, no dioxin
in our kids’ blood, no legal, well-designed, well-operated,
and well-maintained combustion device throwing shit up
into our backyards. After all, there is always someone else
carrying the burden for us. It’s an illusion, this “poison-redistribution,” because what we expel from our backyards
eventually returns—but in more diabolical forms. Mass
cannot be destroyed, only rearranged (321).

geology, then geophysics, and finally landing a job with the
Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection when
I was in high school. She did it because my dad was sick, and
someone had to pay the bills. She did it because her mother
was a scientist. She did it because she’d been told her whole life
that she was merely pretty and wanted, at last, to prove everyone wrong. She did it so we could stay in rural New England,
in the mill towns my father adored, where he made furniture
next to rivers as polluted as the Androscoggin. But we were
outsiders to the things Arsenault’s family endured for decades
and decades.
My parents were bohemians, and I like to tell people that I’m a
fourth-generation socialist. Though there is definitely working
class history in my family tree—Irish immigrants, my father’s
night school finished while he supported his impoverished
widowed mother, my grandmother fainting during the depres-

She makes sure to remind us that the system is designed to en-

sion while she waited on line for a job at a bread factory with

courage narratives of the big reveal—the person who discovers

thousands of others—our roots are not roots so much as vines,

the problem and makes it right. She never names them, but

allowing education, mobility. We get to choose where we live.

folk heroes like Erin Brockovich and Robert Bilott of the 2019

Most human beings don’t.

film Dark Waters loom over the book, and each time a new
character who knew what was going on but was silenced was
introduced, I found myself—even though I know better—trying
to follow them as a new narrative hero. But the people and the
silences in the book are too numerous for that.
The barriers to Arsenault’s research were numerous, too.
Institutional lockouts piled up alongside the litany of cancers
in her family, the deaths of her high school friends and their
millworker parents, the drop in property values, and the
neglect of hungry children and Union workers. The connections Arsenault reveals are multiple and winding, “Yet because

Part of my family lived in Maine, and the whole clan would
gather every seven years or so for reunions on the coast. On
Southport Island, off Boothbay Harbor, we would have clam
bakes and go sailing and pretend that the life our one relative built into generations of lobstering and the tourist industry really connected with ours. But I always knew we were
tourists everywhere we went. Yankees, even the less fierce
Massachusetts variety, never let you forget you are from somewhere else.
My mother’s career was like that, too. She worked for one miserable year on what she would have described as the wrong

you can’t draw a straight line doesn’t mean there’s no line,” she

side of the fight against environmental pollution, with a con-

writes (281). Her point is that we’re all in it together, and that if

sulting firm that helped companies with remediation after they

we want it fixed, all of us will have to fix it for ourselves.

were shown to have destroyed an ecosystem or a town’s health.
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She didn’t last in that job; it made her ethical compass spin too
fast. She moved to the DEP. But the fights she had even there
were constant and draining, leaving her distant, alcoholic, and
exhausted for a long time. Her conscience wanted to protect
the people in her care, but government or industry was constantly pushing back—she was in the middle. Wins like the one
in A Civil Action were rare and short-lived.
She was diagnosed with fibromyalgia first, something I never
thought to connect to the years when we lived in mill towns and
drank water polluted before the Clean Air and Water Act was
passed. My father built furniture in a space he rented in an old
mill. I walked past the Housatonic River every day of my childhood in one town or another, just downstream from a half dozen
paper and leather factories. When my mother would come home,
she’d tell me about paper dye releases from factories that turned
the river technicolor rainbows. How did I never notice that she
got sicker the closer she came to all of that in her job? Arsenault
says the mill workers have been poisoned by their profession,
and maybe my mother was poisoned by trying to protect them.
By the time she was diagnosed with colon cancer in 2017, I was
so focused on keeping her alive that it never occurred to me to
connect the dots. That’s how it goes. She had to have that job to
keep us alive, to allow me to get out, go to college, to write. The
job may have killed her. How can I say now that it didn’t?
◆◆◆

In language both fierce and at times achingly lyrical, Arsenault
asks these questions, allowing us to see her struggle with the
complexity of the answers—her own feelings of inadequacy to
the task of shaping the narrative treatment of these lives, of
this story. At once her text is revelatory and respectful, reluctant and exultant, like the people of Maine, opinionated, direct,
and suspicious, tender, prideful, and honorable.
When something like the big reveal comes, as it does in the
final chapter, the reader is rewarded with a story that reaches
past locality and the bodies that have moved away from it, into
the lives our lives touch every day, into what we eat, and drink,
and breathe. It left me breathless and sad, heavy with information, but also with something more: a connection born of
truth-telling—the open, honest expression of reality in a community that is so much larger than tiny Mexico, Maine. And I
know that’s what Arsenault wanted, for me, for us: to see that
this belongs to all of us now. “As the Androscoggin gains speed
and intent, twining through everything like strands of DNA,
it gathers everything we fed to its belly in grotesque detail—
dioxin, sawdust, mercury, our broken cars and lives.... Paths
with tidy resolutions never really occur.” (313).
Instead we follow the river with Arsenault, from the bodies of
the Maine paper mill town, to the body of my friend over in
Humboldt Park, Chicago. From her cancer, to my mother’s, to
Arsenault’s father, the poisoned water connects us all, and we
cannot afford to look away.

Arsenault unpacks questions like these in Mill Town, a long riverine story of dots connecting, never in a straight line, but always
in a complex pattern. Dioxin is killing her town, but no one will
admit it. Doctors who flag results are run out of Maine. She has
to work summers feeding lobsters to tourists to afford college.
Lobster flesh is uniquely able to retain dioxin. And so it goes.
How can anyone step out of the cycle? How can anyone fight
back against place, loyalty, family, to flag for anyone outside the
dangers of simply trying to have a life in a place deemed fodder
for a capitalist machine that requires bodies for its function?
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Julian Brave NoiseCat serves as the Center’s 2020 Editing Fellow.
He developed “How can we live respectfully with the land and
with one another?” for the Center’s Questions for a Resilient Future.
We asked Julian where he is finding inspiration and nourishment
at this time.

Varshini Prakash and Guido Girgenti, eds.
Winning the Green New Deal: Why We
Must and How We Can (New York: Simon
& Schuster, 2020).
A collection from the Sunrise Movement; I
contributed a chapter.

Tommy Orange, There There (New York:
Vintage Books, 2018).
My friend Tommy Orange is absolutely
sensational in this novel. He gets so much
right about the urban Native community in
Oakland, California, where I also grew up.

Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner.
Widely considered the best Canadian film
of all time, directed by Inuk filmmaker
Zacharias Kunuk.

Mark Engler and Paul Engler, This Is
an Uprising: How Nonviolent Revolt Is
Shaping the Twenty-First Century (New
York: Nation Books, 2016).
Should be required reading for all activists
and people interested in how to build effective social movements.
Anton Treuer, The Language Warrior’s
Manifesto: How to Keep Our Languages
Alive No Matter the Odds (St. Paul:
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2020).
Outlines how, against the odds, Indigenous
nations can keep our languages alive.

Eric Pooley, The Climate War: True Believers,
Power Brokers, and the Fight to Save the
Earth (New York: Hyperion Books, 2010).
A well-reported and well-written book
about how we failed to act on climate in
the first term of the Obama Administration.
It reminds me how important it is to get
things right this time.
The NBA playoffs and especially the
National Basketball Players Association.
They’ve done so much for Black Lives
Matter and our democracy this year.

Ira Katznelson, Fear Itself: The New Deal
and the Origins of Our Time (New York:
Liveright Publishing, 2013).
Historian Ira Katznelson writes about the
New Deal, how it was forged, and how the
compromises required to broker it created
our society.

Julian Brave NoiseCat an Indigenous journalist, activist and policy
analyst. As Director of Green New Deal Strategy at Data for
Progress and Narrative Change Director at the Natural History
Museum, his work is largely focused on environmental justice,
Indigenous issues, and where they overlap. He is working with the
Center for Humans and Nature as an Editing Fellow.
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SONGS OF THE HUMPBACK WHALES

wing-flippered, airborne breaches make them
iconic. They often travel so close along shore that,
in their season, we frequently see them blowing
and fluking while we take our dogs for a run on
the beaches of Long Island, New York.
After giving birth in the tropics, mother humpback whales who’ve been fasting for months turn
toward higher latitudes, their little ones following
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It is early morning, already hot, and we are over
deep Caribbean water several miles offshore of
the emerald slopes of Domenica.

to food-rich waters, learning the routes they will

Shane Gero has lowered a waterproof microphone overboard. We’ve been hoping to hear
sperm whales, but through the headphones I
hear—faintly—a humpback whale singing in the
deep distance. Sperm whales are very fussy about
who they will speak to, using code-talking clicks
to identify their family members and determine
which other families are in their social clan, and
which others must be shunned. By contrast, the
humpback is broadcasting his egalitarian canto
to anyone, everyone, and to no one in particular.
And that is very fortunate for both humpback
whales and for us, because it lets humans hear the
great beauty in the humpbacks’ songs. And this
mysterious, hard-to-explain emotional resonance
woke humanity just in time to save humpbacks,
and indeed all the world’s great whales, from the
annihilation for which we’d set them up.

grounds off Alaska’s Aleutian Islands. Meanwhile,

follow for the rest of their lives. Some humpback
whales born on opposite sides of the Pacific—the
Philippines and Mexico—trek to the same feeding
other Mexican humpbacks and Hawaiian-born
humpbacks follow their mothers’ annual commute
to rich feeding grounds off Southeast Alaska and
British Columbia. The vastly different routes and
destinations, learned from mothers through the
ages, constitute a key aspect of their culture.
We normally don’t think much about the endpoints of migration routes. If we think of migrations, we think of them as “instinctive.” And for
many species it would be difficult indeed to tease
apart what aspects of migrations are learned.
But migrations were not always the same as they
are now. Native Hawaiians, keen observers of the
sea and its creatures, made no mention of humpback whales. This is strange because nowadays
if you look seaward from almost any beach in
Hawaii for a little while during winter, you’ll likely
see one or more humpback whales erupting out
of the ocean, detonating explosions. Whales are
hard to miss—unless they’re not there.
So where were they? It appears that humpback
whales began to concentrate in Hawaiian waters
only about two hundred years ago. And since the
1970s their density has risen dramatically, seemingly faster than reproduction. How could such a
thing happen?

Humpback Whale Breaching

When the nineteenth century whaling ship captain
Charles Scammon discovered the Mexican lagoons
where gray whales congregated to mate and give

I scan the horizon for any sign of the humpback,
a bushy blow perhaps, or dark sky-flagging flukes.
Humpback whales’ oft-photographed, high-flying,
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birth, he almost completely exterminated them.
Perhaps a few humpback whales, subjected to
such havoc, somehow decided to avoid a breeding
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area turned fatal and discovered Hawaii. Their

end. Every now and then they breathe mid-song

songs may have been heard by distant whales,

but they don’t interrupt their singing. “They tuck

who might have inferred from them a suggestion

their breath in, and let the song continue to flow.”3

of more peaceful waters and veered toward them
as though investigating rumors of some better
life. At any rate, it’s pretty certain that humpback
whales weren’t there in the 1800s. They’re there
now by the thousands.

We know now that the male humpback whale’s
strange and haunting singing is a changeable cultural aspect of that species. Each year, all adult
male humpbacks within each ocean sing the same
song. But in each ocean the song is different from

No one knows for sure whether humpback whales

the song being sung in other oceans. There’s a

went to Hawaii to escape their holocaust, but if

Pacific song, an Atlantic song, and so on. And

they didn’t go for that reason, their timing was

each year the song of each ocean changes. The

impeccable. This singular diaspora might be

new songs spread wavelike, a slow-moving fad

the most momentous and successful non-hu-

crossing blue infinities whale-to-whale, all the

man cultural shift during the recent history of

whales adopting the same changed elements of

life on Earth.

the song. When songs of Hawaiian humpbacks
and Mexico’s Socorro Island humpbacks changed
◆◆◆

We can hear this morning’s singing whale with
relative ease. But the fact that a humpback whale
might sing was entirely unknown to humans
until the 1950s, when U.S. military people who’d
begun listening for Russian submarines were astonished to realize that the strange sounds they
were hearing were coming from whales. Word got
to whale scientists Roger Payne and Scott McVay.
Payne’s 1970 vinyl record of humpback songs
became an instant sensation. When he and
McVay published “Songs of Humpback Whales”
in Science in 1971, the magazine featured a visual
representation of the structure of a song on its
cover. Their first sentence noted, “Humpback
whales produce a series of beautiful and varied

simultaneously despite a separation spanning
4,800 kilometers of ocean, researchers Ellen
Garland and colleagues called this pattern “unparalleled in any other nonhuman animals... cultural change at a vast scale.”4
How the song will change, how much will
change, and how rapidly, humans cannot predict.
Somehow together, strangely, the whales create a
new song. There’s a lovely metaphor for us in that.
Planet Earth constantly thrums with messages
being sent and received by living things. Life is
vibrant and it generates good vibrations throughout the air, the sea, and the ground. But whale
sounds seem particularly enchanted. Roger Payne
wrote of the first time he heard a humpback whale
singing: “Normally you don’t hear the size of the

sounds for a period of 7 to 30 minutes and then

ocean... but I heard it that night.... That’s what

repeat the same series with considerable preci-

whales do; they give the ocean its voice, and the

sion.... The function of the songs is unknown.”1

voice they give is ethereal and unearthly.”5

The song contains elements that make up themes

Payne later told me, “The reaction of some people

that the whales repeat in specific order. Payne

to hearing whales sing is to burst into tears. I’ve

told me, “The songs of humpback whales employ

seen that a lot.”6

rhyme; and why not? Humans have been using
rhyme at least since Homer and probably long
before. It’s a way of remembering.”2 A male humpback will usually complete the song, then repeat it
numerous times, singing for hours on end.

How the songs function among whales remains
unknown. Females do not approach singers, nor
do males. The function of humpback whale song
among humans is easier to describe: Humpbacks
sing the song of their kind and their culture, but

Payne tells me that singing humpback whales nor-

it resonates in humans who hear it. Their songs

mally breathe when the song appears to reach its

entangle with human emotions. This haunting
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resonance created a momentous turning point in
the human relationship with life on the planet—
and beyond. In 1979, National Geographic magazine inserted a disk of humpback songs into ten
million copies of its flagship magazine, the largest-ever printing of any recording. Not only was
Payne’s life changed; his recordings changed
whales and humanity.
The first thing the recordings did was to save the
whales from total annihilation. Their populations
were so depleted that in 1966 the International
Whaling Commission had officially banned
hunting humpback whales. But whalers of some
nations continued killing them and lying about it.
From 1947 to 1973, Soviet whalers alone reported
killing 2,710 humpback whales; they actually

So deeply did the whales’ music reach us that a
recording of humpback whale song is among the
few sounds included aboard the Voyager spacecraft. Humanity’s calling card to the galaxy has
taken humpback song beyond our solar system.
It’s a message in a bottle, hoping, perhaps, that an
alien life form of great and cultured intellect will
understand.
But the whales’ message is simple, and we ourselves
should be able to understand it: “We, the living, celebrate being alive.” The song culture of humpback
whales changed our inter-species culture. And
why? Simply this: we briefly directed our attention
to something beautiful on Earth. For a moment—
we listened. The whales continue calling us, asking,
in effect, “Can you hear me now?”

killed 48,702, around twenty times what they’d
admitted.7
But propelled largely by the beauty humans perceived in the recordings of humpback whales
singing, the movement to “Save the Whales” hit
full stride. Humans learned that whales are not
things, but rather, neighbors living with us in the
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world. And so astonished were we by this realization, that whales went from being ingredients
of margarine in the 1960s to the spiritual icons of
the 1970s’ emerging environmental movement.
After the first recordings, musicians such as Paul
Winter, Judy Collins, and David Rothenberg
began making music with humpback songs. As
the volume of the music came up, the blasts of the
harpoon-cannons receded. Within a few years,
whale hunting was largely ended.
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