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THINK 
HERE

“As soon as one man was recognized by another as a 

sentient, thinking Being similar to himself, the desire 

or need to communicate his feelings and thoughts 

made him seek the means to do so.”

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau1

Commenting on Paul Klee’s painting, Angelus 
Novus, Walter Benjamin sketches a disturbing 
philosophy of history remarkably prescient for 
our own time. “This is how one pictures the angel 
of history,” Benjamin writes. “His face is turned 
toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of 
events, he sees one single catastrophe which 
keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it 
in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay ... 
and make whole what has been smashed. But a 
storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught 
in his wings with such violence that the angel 
can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly 
propels him into the future to which his back is 
turned.... This storm is what we call progress.”2

The future behind us into which we are being 
thrown is also a maelstrom born out of the ca-
tastrophes of the past. Part of the wreckage piling 
up at the feet of history is a distinctively Western 
and modern way of understanding the human 
individual that has served the needs of politi-
cal economies during the fossil carbon era. We 
are now coming to appreciate how broken and 
ill-suited to the needs of the future this idolatry 
of individualism is. It has provided some types 
of liberation for some people. But it has also dis-
torted and truncated moral aspirations so that, 
on balance, its historical legacy is problematic. Its 
future value and sustainability are in doubt.

What is propelling humankind into this night-
mare, as Benjamin sees it, is not the force of evil 
or fate. Instead, it is one of modernity’s prized 

BRUCE 
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ENTANGLING HUMANISM ideals and constitutive achievements: progress. 
We have yet to reckon with the illusions and the 
costs of progress, as it came to be understood in 
the first century of the carbon era (ca. 1850-1950). 
Progress can be manifested in many ways—in-
creased health or the reduction of violence among 
human beings and between human beings and 
nature, for example.3 In fact, however, progress 
has come to be equated with affluence, which 
relies on the increase of technological power over 
the material world, and with economic growth, 
which equally relies on the increase of techno-
logical power over the social world. Through the 
media of technology and commerce, progress 
has come to be understood as that which alters 
the lives of human individuals by expanding the 
scope of their consumptive choices and extractive 
agency. It is time to rethink progress and pos-
sessive individualism in the political morality 
of freedom.

THE CORE OF THE CIVIC

As the last two years have tragically reminded us, 
in attempting to mitigate disease and social dis-
ruption, public health relies on persuasion, trust, 
and authority as well as science. And for the last 
twenty years, at least, we have been reminded of 
the same thing in the attempts to mitigate global 
warming and climate change through environ-
mental governance and social movements for 
climate action. Many of my students believe that 
both climate governance and health governance 
proceed sequentially: experts first compile scien-
tific information and infer from that evidence ap-
propriate measures to be taken, then public health 
or climate policy analysts inform and guide poli-
cymakers and the citizenry. Finally, scientists sit 
back and watch while their findings are trusted; 
rational—indeed ethically obligatory—steps are 
taken; and their recommendations are followed. 

Surely, we now know that empirical scientif-
ic study alone is not sufficient for either health 
or climate governance. Ironically, this comes at 
a time when the entanglement of human health 
and global climate change is rapidly manifesting 
itself in a raft of “known unknowns”—future dis-
ruptions we can reasonably forecast without yet 
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knowing the precise form they will take or the 
extent of their consequences. When extended for 
a prolonged period of social time, such certain 
uncertainty breeds fear and a narrowing of intel-
lectual and emotional attention.4 Psychologically, 
wish-fulfillment tends to displace a resolve to face 
up to the mutuality of hardship. People newly 
faced with the precarity of future expectations 
and the loss of attachments to habitual ways of life 
tighten their grip on them, no matter how objec-
tively unsustainable, and turn toward blaming the 
other, the victims, rather than extending empathy 
and solidarity toward them.

As I use the term here, “governance” is not limited 
to the official activities of government alone. 
Governance in the broad sense is an interlocking 
system of collective action steering mechanisms 
ideally guided by impartial rules of law and com-
prised of the administrative and representative 
political institutions of government, economic 
and sociological institutions, and cultural systems 
of norms, meanings, and relationships. In a de-
mocracy, the steering of these systems of col-
lective action is ultimately subject to judgments 
concerning the justice and legitimacy of current 
and proposed future governance by a discursive 
participatory citizenry. This citizenry continually 
engages in a process of pluralistic debate refereed 
by reason and the persuasive force of the better 
argument. Such participatory dialogue is often re-
ferred to as the civic or “public sphere” of society. 
It is a place of norms and ideals—a declarative 
place of what is the case, and a subjunctive place 
of what could be the case. 

Discourse within the public sphere signals the 
normative will of the democratic citizenry to the 
steering institutions of governance. It also artic-
ulates and rearticulates (expresses and reshapes) 
the core of the civic, the vital beating heart of a 
democracy. This core is a political morality of 
intentional action motivated by reasoned un-
derstanding and moral imagination. In the po-
litical morality I see emerging, the separation 
of the political and the normative is subsiding. 
Conceptually, power and right are becoming en-
tangled rather than bifurcated. 

It is not by erecting fences between power and 
right that governance can be steered toward 
justice, but by entangling power within solidar-
ity, care, and other modes of right relationship. 
This is precisely what the recognitional practices 
I discuss in this essay do in human-to-human and 
human-to-non-human relationships. The politi-
cal morality on the wane is largely confined to the 
historical tenets of the narcissistic and anthropo-
centric freedom of global carbon capitalism and 
possessive individualism. New political moralities 
on the rise can have different focal points of atten-
tion and compass points of direction. Old human-
isms can be configured anew.5 A different political 
morality of symbiosis and mutuality is being born. 

“Things fall apart, the centre cannot hold,” warned 
the poet William Butler Yeats in “The Second 
Coming.” No doubt provoked by Yeats (who 
isn’t?), Chinua Achebe took the measure of that 
warning in novels concerning a governance dis-
torted by the legacy of colonialism and the pres-
sures of post-colonialism. Moreover, lest we think 
that our own vital centers are fine, much to their 
chagrin colonizing nations of the global north are 
finding themselves colonialized by financial ex-
traction and exploitation in the global economy. 
In the governance of affluent nation-states, and 
of regional governmental units within them, 
the background social and cultural factors upon 
which any governance—especially democratic 
governance—relies are literally falling apart, and 
the wreckage is piling up at the feet of history. 

BETTER DEAD THAN GREEN

The governance of human health strives to identify 
the social determinants of health and wellness in 
societies at both the individual and the population 
levels. For climate governance an analogue is to 
identify large-scale economic and technological de-
terminants of disruptions in planetary atmospher-
ic, oceanographic, and other systems. For these 
and other domains, a key factor in governance is 
the moral ethos (the habits of civility, customs, 
and traditions) of the political culture.6 A political 
morality is the self-reflexive eye of that ethos; it is 
the critical moral point of view that informs an un-
derlying political and moral psychology. Here the 
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political must be understood in both the sense of 
the exercise of power and in the normative sense of 
respect for rights and justice. Politics and morals 
are entangled, as are power and duty.

At the present time, American political psycholo-
gy and culture are chronically ill. In 2011, Naomi 
Klein attended the Heartland Institute’s Sixth 
International Conference on Climate Change 

and quoted Chris Horner of the Competitive 
Enterprise Institute, who said, “You can believe 
this is about the climate, and many people do, 
but it’s not a reasonable belief.”7 As Horner and 
many in this libertarian movement saw it, climate 
change is not a question of scientific truth, but 
of political morality, principally market freedom 
and consumptive choice. It is a question of what 

Paul Klee, Angelus Novus, 1920
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our staunch moral commitment to preserving 
such liberties will permit a society and a gover-
nance system to do in order to mitigate climate 
change largely for the sake of future people. The 
answer is that climate change mitigation will 
require restrictions and measures of enforcement 
that are incompatible with individual freedom, 
and are therefore judged unacceptable, no matter 
what. While Horner and others say we should not 
take such steps, others, like UN Secretary General 
António Guterres, say we must. Anticipating the 
Conference of Parties (COP 26) held in Glasgow 
in November 2021, Guterres said: “There must 
be no new coal plants built after 2021 ...Countries 
should also end all new fossil fuel exploration and 
production, and shift fossil-fuel subsidies into re-
newable energy.”8

“Better dead than Red,” as people used to say 
when I was growing up in America’s heartland 
during the Cold War. 9 Apparently, it’s better to be 
dead than Green now. That argument is made in 
public with a straight face. It is not enough, then, 
to interpret climate denial (as well as vaccine 
denial, and even pandemic denial) as merely venal 
or ignorant, though much of it is that. This denial 
goes deeper and is more philosophically signifi-
cant because it is rooted in a broken conception of 
individual freedom in a political morality whose 
time is passing, if not already past.

The freedom objection to effective climate gov-
ernance says that we must make a tragic choice 
on behalf of freedom. We must choose the loss of 
some present and future lives in order to preserve 
a way of life, the lynchpins of which are individ-
ual freedom, private property, steep social and 
monetary inequality, economic growth, and en-
ergy-intensive production and consumption. Yet 
the lives some would choose to lose need not be 
lost if the right and the good—living up to what is 
best in our humanity and being morally respon-
sible—were seen in new ways. To be sure, a new 
way of seeing could lead to loss of dignity, oppres-
sion, and even greater inequality; there are many 
historical examples of that.10 But there is also the 
open horizon of new ways of being that are more 
humane, more authentic, more just. This horizon 
is what political theorist William Connolly refers 

to when he says: “Today perhaps it is wise to try to 
transfigure the old humanisms that have played 
important roles in Euro-American states into 
multiple affirmations of entangled humanism in 
a fragile world.”11 

POLITICAL MORALITY AND PRACTICES OF 
RECOGNITION

Political moralities die when the social and natural 
worlds present anomalies that their concepts 
cannot explain. These are unexpected things that 
could be and have become things that are. Some 
ignore these discrepancies and devote themselves 
to the questions that the prevailing morality can 
answer. Others are led to develop new and revised 
theoretical frameworks that have a better fit with 
the world. 

As noted earlier, the primary function of a polit-
ical morality is to bestow or withhold legitimacy 
to the steering mechanisms of a society in light 
of critical moral norms and subjunctive ideals. 
In other words, the successor political morality 
needs to oversee and tutor a form of democratic 
governance suited for a less human-centered and 
more ecologically oriented world. I believe that 
this can be achieved better in a democratic regime 
than in an authoritarian and hegemonic one. It is 
high time to attempt the work of reconstruction in 
the political morality of contemporary democracy. 
That new political morality should provide a new 
conceptual vocabulary in which old words can 
take on new meanings. Like their counterparts 
in climate science, ecology, and public health, 
many philosophers and social scientists around 
the world are working on this. They stress that the 
as is world of symbiotic life demands an as if de-
mocracy that says yes to activities that support the 
web of life and no to those that undermine it. The 
declarative perspective of science and the sub-
junctive imagination of democracy complement 
rather than clash with one another. 

Building on several of my recent essays in 
Minding Nature, I offer some new notes, if not a 
new key, for a political morality of entangled hu-
manisms.12 This is a relational political morality, 
which opposes the belief that politics and morality 
are inherently individualistic and transactional. It 
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offers a new magnetic pole for the ethical compass 
of ecological governance. Whatever form it takes, 
it must concentrate on two things long neglected 
and now all but lost in a neoliberal political moral-
ity of accumulation and possessive individualism.

The first is the importance of trust in any social 
order and particularly in a democratic society 
where it must function not simply among narrow 
elites but also throughout mass publics. Further, 
the very idea that trust can flourish in a plural-
istic society is in question now. The American 
political mind seems to have lost—or to be in 
the process of losing—its capacity to mount the 
kinds of dialogues in which pluralistic trust can 
even be discussed, let alone cultivated publicly (as 
civic virtue) and privately (as inward autonomy 
and authenticity). Where such dialogues happen 
matters because a sense of trust and a sense of 
shared place are entangled and interdependent. 
Civic trust erodes when common senses of mutual 
aid and shared—not merely cohabitated—place 
and time break down under the pressure of eco-
nomic and social inequalities.

The second is the fundamental importance in any 
morality or cultural ethos of what I refer to as 
“practices of just recognition.”13 These practices 
are key to sustaining pluralistic trust that extends 
beyond the private sphere of kinship or friend-
ship to achieve mutuality and moral recognition 
among strangers in the public sphere.

By practices I mean patterns of social action 
that give people standards to meet and norms to 
follow. Practices mediate our relationships with 
others in strong and persistent ways. By recog-
nition I mean the ways in which human beings 
perceive one another and how they position 
themselves toward one another. Perception and 
positionality communicate meaning and confer 
status. I speak of just or right recognition because 
I mean to use “recognition” in a normative sense 
not merely a descriptive one. Recognition of 
membership in the human moral community is 
antithetical to removal or erasure from it. Built 
into the idea of recognition is a deep logic of hos-
pitality—embracing difference and inviting in-
clusion.14 Recognition has to do with a just and 

morally right perception of what each of us owes 
to other human beings. The affirmation given in 
solidarity and the attention paid in caring, for 
example, attest to the moral standing of others. 
Such relational practices of recognition avow that 
concern and respect are due to others as persons 
of inherent, not simply instrumental, worth.

Understood in this way, practices of recognition 
are dynamic and subject to change but nonethe-
less exhibit a certain endurance and continui-
ty in a society, a culture, and in the personality 
and self-esteem of individuals. They generate ac-
tion-guiding reasons and motivations. They affect 
authority, power, distribution, and exchange and 
can contribute to the re-interpretation of social 
rules, roles, and relationships, out of which large 
scale social change emerges. As human beings 
aspire to be recognized, so they strive to recognize.

The notion of practices of recognition covers a 
wide range of moral cognition, emotion, and in-
terdependency. Among these I would include 
four concepts to be touched on below—solidarity, 
care, autonomy, and citizenship—as well as many 
others such as atonement, community, empathy, 
belonging, loyalty, reconciliation, membership, 
mutuality, friendship, and kinship. Finally, I view 
the nexus or ensemble of all practices of recogni-
tion as comprising “a common good,” if not “the 
common good,” of a society of free and equal 
persons worthy of respect.

Solidarity and Care

Consider first the closely allied recognitional 
practices of solidarity and care.15 Solidarity in-
volves the affirmation of the moral and the civic 
standing of others, especially those whose stand-
ing is being denied or is going unrecognized. 
Solidarity is standing up for and with and as the 
other. Solidarity is standing up against the power 
of those who deny moral standing to the other. 
In so doing, the practice of solidarity affirms the 
moral standing of others. Moral standing is not 
only something that the law and courts bestow. 
It comes into being through the ways in which 
people treat one another. Conceptually and atti-
tudinally, practices of solidarity shift away from 
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individualism and independence toward mutuali-
ty and interdependence.

The posture of care is a directed gaze of atten-
tiveness—that is to say, paying or giving atten-
tion to another and paying heed to another’s 
needs, above all the need for moral consider-
ation and presence (fidelity and non-abandon-
ment). Caring is the promise never to forsake. 
When attention is paid, people become visible 
to one another as subjects of acknowledgment 
and respect. Practices of care shift away from the 
individualism of self-reliance to an individuality 
validated by reliance on others. 

Solidarity provides affirmation; care provides at-
tention. The practices of solidarity and care are 
called forth when a common background condi-
tion of potential fragility, vulnerability, insuffi-
ciency, or mortality takes center stage in the lives 
of persons in need or trouble and in the lives of 
those around them.

Autonomy

Practices of just recognition are not only interper-
sonal or inter-subjective, but they are also intra-
personal and intra-subjective. They overlay the 
space between and the space within. Recognition 
of others with affirmation and attention affects 
one’s own self-recognition. Consider, then, the 
notion of personal autonomy, which is often 
used as a synonym for liberty or freedom. Used 
as a timeless, abstract principle to be applied to 
human conduct from the outside, autonomy is 
often taken to reinforce and sanction an individ-
ualism more or less indistinguishable from liber-
tarian freedom of choice. However, I argue that 
when it is understood as a relational practice of 
recognition (in this case, self-recognition), auton-
omy can pull self and other together rather than 
pushing them apart. This opens a possible con-
nection between autonomy and symbiosis.

Autonomy comes from autonomia, from  
autonomos “having its own laws,” which in turn 
comes from autos “self” plus nomos “law.” On the 
other hand, symbiosis comes from sumbiōsis, “a 
living together,” from sumbioun “live together,” 
and from sumbios, “companion.” Now, anyone 

who has lived together with someone else knows 
that this condition does not readily lend itself to 
each person being a law unto himself or herself. 
The issue turns on what is meant by self-deter-
mination. When examined phenomenologically, 
self-determination is an active praxis of determin-
ing oneself, not a static property of having been 
determined by oneself. This active determination 
is oriented toward the future, not the past, for con-
stituting a self of autonomy is never complete. This 
may reveal a relational and recognitional enact-
ment both on the side of autos (self-construction) 
and on the side of nomos (norms of relationality).

Let me pose the question in the following way: 
Is the condition of autonomia fulfilled or under-
mined by the condition of sumbiosis? Could it be 
that autos and sumbios—the most fully realized, 
best self and the companion—are two sides of the 
same coin; that is to say, entangled? This may not 
be as novel or far-fetched as it seems. After all, 
what are the fundamental impediments of auton-
omous self-identity and agency today? They are 
institutional injustices, culturally hierarchical 
meanings, and structures of excessive inequality 
and power. Individualistic thinking that proports 
to support autonomy—bootstrapping, every-tub-
on-its-own-bottom sort of thinking—in fact serves 
the forces of “heteronomy” (being done to rather 
than doing) that negate autonomy. Understanding 
the autonomy of human persons requires deep 
understanding of how institutions (social habi-
tats), as well as forests (natural habitats), think. 
Living autonomously well requires the support of 
symbiotic institutions and ecosystems. 

While structural injustice and inequality do 
impede autonomy by fostering force and fraud, 
oppression and exploitation, these structural con-
ditions also undermine autonomous self-recogni-
tion by impeding the psycho-social development 
integral to fulfilling the capability to be an auton-
omous self and agent. This is one convergence of 
symbiotic theorizing and the recognitional prac-
tice of autonomy. Through symbiotic practices, 
the assistance or “affordances” of the material 
and social worlds can be drawn on to actualize 
the inherent potential for autonomous action that 
resides in each human being.16 
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In light of considerations such as these, I main-
tain that autonomy can shed the problematic in-
dividualism with which it has been saddled in the 
era of liberalism and carbon capitalism and can be 
reconceptualized as a practice of recognition that 
is dialogic and critically self-reflexive. As such, au-
tonomy is a practice that recognizes and supports 
individuality but does not rest on an ontological 
foundation of individualism. And, needless to 
say, it does not rest on a foundational collectivist 
or totalizing ontology, either. Whereas other prac-
tices of recognition such as solidarity and care are 
directed outward toward right relationships with 
others, autonomy, I suggest, is a practice of rec-
ognition directed inward. Autonomy is reflexive: 
it affirms and attends to the moral standing of 
oneself. The autonomy of the person is required 
by both the concept of agency (acting for reasons 
rather than being forced to act by causes) and 
the concept of responsibility (neither praise nor 
blame are attached to behavior that is beyond 
one’s control). My working notion is that autono-
my is the recognition and authentication of one’s 
own capability to assume moral agency and re-
sponsibility in an interdependent world.

Citizenship and the Common Good

The time has come to round out the discussion of 
a new political morality for future democratic eco-
logical governance by turning attention from spe-
cific practices of recognition to the entire nexus 
or ensemble of multiple practices of recognition 
in a given culture and society. Discussions of the 
particular phenomenological experience (the 
stance and posture) of each distinct practice of 
recognition can promote a kind of tunnel vision. 
It is important to bear in mind that showing sol-
idarity, caring, or developing one’s inner agency 
and maturity are not isolated practices but are 
conducted within a web of other recognitions, 
each revealing but one facet of the multifaceted 
political and moral life of civic membership and 
mutuality. This larger perspective is offered by an 
analysis of citizenship and the common good. I 
begin with the idea of citizenship as being a prac-
tice entrusted with the preservation and conser-
vation of the nexus of recognitional practices in a 
society. Then I move to the notion of the common 

good, interpreted not as a collective thing, a tran-
scendent principle, or an abstract concept, but as 
the flourishing of the recognitional nexus itself. 

Democratic citizenship can be seen as a practice 
of recognition that protects and fosters just rec-
ognition. To be a citizen is to make an avowal 
(to declare and to assume a public trust). It is a 
pledge of allegiance but also a promise of trustee-
ship. Trusteeship of what? To become a citizen is 
to take responsibility for sustaining the conditions 
required to enact other recognitional practices. 
Democratic citizenship is a practice of recognition 
that integrates the values inherent in other prac-
tices of recognition—in particular, the norms of 
membership and mutuality. The administrative 
and norm-making authority of the government 
is affected by the exercise of citizenship though 
support for an impartial rule of law and constitu-
tional rights, and by the civic learning that partic-
ipatory citizenship provides. 

The posture of democratic citizenship is avowal 
of rights and obligations of membership in a civic 
community. The rationale for this is the moral and 
political goodness of a civic way of living and the 
shared promise of human self-realization through 
interdependence. As such it is the exemplary, most 
inclusive form of membership; it is a precondition 
for the sustainability in the modern secular era of 
other expressions of membership in our lives—
social, economic, kinship, familial, and intimate.17 
Again, citizenship avows—makes a vow, takes on a 
trust—on behalf of a future of moral and political 
potential toward which it is reasonable to strive. 
Citizenship is iterative and ongoing; it provides 
continuity and provokes innovation; each gener-
ation of democratic citizens begins a new story of 
the demos and continues an ongoing one.18

Is the common good toward which democracy 
strives itself best seen as a practice of recognition? 
I am inclined to think that the common good is 
not one of several practices of right recognition, 
nor even a meta-practice like citizenship. Instead; 
the common good serves as a regulative ideal to 
inspire citizenship in its maintenance of the en-
semble of practices of recognition and to inspire 
the other recognitional practices in their specific 
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domains. Perhaps we should say that the philo-
sophical concept of the common good, and not the 
political morality as such, is the core of the civic. 
The common good does not stand over and above 
political being; it is imminent within the polis, the 
republic, the assemblage of democratic mutuality. 
It is the good of goods, the constitutive cultural 
and institutional architectonic blueprint to which 
the political and moral practical agents can refer 
from time to time as they construct cities, econ-
omies, and homes. Such worldmaking often falls 
short of its founding vision, the regulative idea of 
the common good. But its striving, imperfect, and 
fleeting accomplishments are part of the master 
plan, not deviations from it. Beware the person, 
party, or project that claims to be the incarnation 
of the common good. The common good is im-
minent within the polis in all its possibility, but 
it is never the embodiment of any one version of 
the polis. That way of thinking, always tempting, 
often deployed, never ends well. The common 
good is not something extra added on to what 
other practices of right recognition provide for 
a society. Instead, the common good shifts the 
frame and changes the subject of political life from 
the declarative as is to the subjunctive as if—the 
corrected fullness of equality, justice, and inter-
dependent mutuality that are already but not yet.

A POLITICS OF IT COULD BE?

In this essay my sights have been set on an en-
tangled humanism capable of turning the angel 
of history around to face a future perhaps more 
demanding than past futures have been. The late, 
great essentialist humanism of progress, econom-
ic growth, and individualism thinks that a cup is 
full only when it overflows. An entangled human-
ism of the future will say that we should not pour 
until we know what being full truly means. 

A declarative politics now presides over a tech-
nocratic governance, which is devoid of a demos 
engaged in civic learning, and a neoliberal global 
economy, where worth has been reduced to price. 
The old humanisms have not so much died as 
faded away. Alarms about the danger of climate 
change have been sounded now for so long that 
urgency is also fading, not the objective reasons 

for urgency—they burn more brightly than ever—
but the willingness or even capacity in many so-
cieties to feel it.19 Indeed, countless Americans 
won’t submit to a Covid-19 vaccine even though 
this fundamental gesture of solidarity makes one’s 
life not merely safer, but better. But as Secretary 
General Guterres reminds us, there will be no 
vaccine for climate change. Americans might not 
take it even if there were. Where can we find the 
subjunctive politics we need?

Regarding climate change, it is as if humanity 
stands poised before two buttons: one is an eco-
nomic and cultural reset, while the other trig-
gers a self-destruct sequence. As a community of 
nations, we can’t seem to agree on which is which. 
Or, even if we did, we don’t seem to have the col-
lective political will to stop those who seem intent 
on pushing the self-destruct button—in order, 
they say, to protect our liberty. 

The moral vocabulary that climate activists and 
public health professionals use is not able to ac-
tivate the moral and political imagination that ef-
fective ecological and health governance require. 
To respond to the recurring crises that are 
coming, the governance of complex societies must 
be able to reach the tap roots latent in their own 
moral ethos, politics, and motivational structures. 
A political morality of recognitional practices, as 
I have said, is only one necessary component. 
Trust—pluralistic public trust—is another. Now 
a third should be mentioned. That is civic learn-
ing. Ecological governance must be an ongoing 
process of civic learning, and it must rebuild a 
discursive or communicative environment that 
facilitates “thinking like a citizen.”20 But if we do 
build it, will we come? In order to become a “we,” 
do we have to be a “we” already? We only seem 
able to be a we not yet.
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Not a Pet Person:  
An Unexpected Courtship 
with Crows Brings the Gift 
of Wings
SALLIE VANDAGRIFT

A fter years of uneventfully observing crows out in the 
yard, there’s been a turn of events in my garden. 
Suddenly, they come bearing gifts. A murder of crows 

spends part of each year in the broad leafy canopy of trees that 
line my downtown street, but a crow I’ve come to call “Boxy” 
is an especially frequent visitor. I recognize his stout body, 
slightly boxy head, and the few grayish feathers running down 
his back that look as if they have been dusted in ash. Out my 
living room window, I can see him perched atop the fountain 
at the center of my garden with something in his long black 
beak. He pauses, cocking his head to the side, knowing that I’m 
watching. Boxy dips the object he’s carrying into the depres-
sion where the water burbles up at the top of the fountain and 
fusses over it a bit, then he drops down to the bottom basin to 
take a drink of water. He repeats this process several times. If 
it is food he has brought, usually he will eat whatever it is. On 
extra special occasions, though, he just waits for me to notice, 
then he leaves the object behind, mostly unscathed. I’m pretty 
sure he is leaving it for me.

Crows leave the kind of gifts that they would like to receive: 
a peanut, a moss-covered stick, a shiny bit of foil or a pretty 
pebble. If you aren’t paying attention, it is easy to mistake a 
crow’s gift for a bit of trash. Some gifts are so ridiculous that 
they can’t help but grab your attention, as I’ve recently found.

My interest in crows—or any animal really—is a new develop-
ment. My encounters with wildlife have been limited, and I fall 

pretty solidly in the “not a pet person” category. I would never 
have described myself as an animal lover, but the crows have 
captivated my imagination. When they first showed up, they 
stirred distant memories of reading Poe as a child and being 
transported into a curious gothic landscape. Their glossy black 
presence brought an air of mystery to my world. Were they har-
bingers of doom or good omens? They seemed to know things.

I, on the other hand, was not even sure if the birds in my yard 
were ravens or crows (or if there was a difference between the 
two). My curiosity piqued, I turned to the internet for answers 
and stumbled across the work of John Marzluff, a wildlife bi-
ologist at the University of Washington who has studied crows 
and ravens for more than twenty years. From New York Times 
coverage of his studies and a handful of other articles, I was 
able to confirm that yes, my birds were indeed crows. Their 
cries sound like a “caw” instead of a croak, their tail feathers 
end in more of a curve than a point, and they lack the ruff of 
feathers at the neck that common ravens have.1 I also learned 
about crows’ ability to recognize human faces and to commu-
nicate to other crows their positive or negative experiences 
with those humans. In one article, Marzluff recalled that when 
an intern trapped crows on campus to band them for study, 
he had them obscure their face with a rubber caveman mask.2 
The crows came to recognize the mask and, even years later, if 
an intern wore that mask out in the field, crows responded by 
scolding the wearer loudly and flying menacingly close to them.
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The crows in my garden seemed no less watchful and intel-
ligent than the ones in Marzluff”s study. They perch in the 
trees, watching us check the mail, fuss about in the yard, leave 
for work. I wondered what they thought of our comings and 
goings. Did they find our sudden appearances in their land-
scape as jarring as we sometimes found theirs?

When I was reading up on the birds, I also came across a story 
in the BBC News about a little girl in Seattle who fed crows in 
her neighborhood every day. In return, they brought her little 
gifts.3 She kept each gift organized by date and displayed in 
partitioned plastic boxes like the ones jewelry makers use to 
sort their beads. It was a peculiar assortment: colored pieces 
of glass, bits of foil, a button, a shiny rock, and even one half 
of a heart shaped “Best Friends” necklace. I was positively 
charmed. I remember thinking, “I wish a crow would bring me 
a gift.” I would be reminded later to be careful what I wish for.

At the beginning of the pandemic, my daily life changed drasti-
cally. I no longer left for work each morning; my world shrunk 
to a city lot. The neighborhood, bordered on all sides by main 
arteries of car traffic, became surprisingly still and quiet during 
long days alone. Since there was nowhere else to go and I 
really needed to get out of the house, my husband and I would 
embark on sightseeing walks in the neighborhoods adjacent 
to ours when he got home from work. During our sojourns 
we seldom saw other people, but while the whole world was 
cloistered, the crows continued to gather. We heard them over-
head as we walked. “Looks like your crow kids are following 
us,” my husband would say, pretending to grumble. They split 
the silence with their socializing, squabbling, and audacious 
racket—just as they always had—and their presence was an un-
expected comfort. Their continuation of simple daily life gave 
me hope that was invaluable.

Not everyone was as enthusiastic about my crow friends as I 
was. These bawdy underdogs were capable of inspiring as much 
ire as delight. In the fall, I was chatting on the phone with a 
friend when a handful of crows briefly descended on the ridge 
of my roof and cawed loudly. My friend could hear them on 
the other end. “What a menace!” she said. “You know, you can 
scare them off if you get a fake crow and hang it upside down 
somewhere they’ll see it. They’ll think it’s dead and stay away.”

Why on earth would I want to do that? I wondered. My friend’s 
advice sounded like an old wives’ tale, but it did give me pause 
as I regarded the Halloween decorations festooning the front of 
the house. Along with the tombstones, synthetic cobwebs, and 
skeletons, there was a pair of black plastic birds with glowing 

red eyes on my windowsill, and an old Styrofoam jack-o-lan-
tern with a dilapidated crow perched on the stem sat on the 
porch railing. I’d had the jack-o-lantern decoration for several 
years, and now the bird’s feathers were patchy, one wing a bit 
askew. I regarded my decorations doubtfully, wondering what 
kind of message I might inadvertently be sending to the crows: 
home for demonically possessed, hobbled avian creatures? I 
took the jack-o-lantern off the porch railing and deposited it 
by a potted plant near the front door where it would be a little 
less conspicuous.

Not two days later, I opened my front door and found a small 
crow perched on the potted plant next to the dilapidated crow 
decoration. It startled, hopping and clumsily flapping away. 
The crow’s wing was badly damaged and drooped at an odd 
angle. By the time I made my way to the corner of the garden 
where the crow had retreated, two neighborhood cats had 
begun to circle. I chased off the cats and caught the crow in 
a box so that I could take it to a local bird rescue organiza-
tion. As I loaded the crow into my car, I wondered if any of 
the other crows had witnessed this little drama. I thought 
about the mask-wearing interns who had trapped crows for 
the University of Washington and imagined myself being dive-
bombed by angry birds protesting their disappeared one while 
I attempted to pick radishes.

I’d hoped that the wounded crow would heal and eventually be 
reintroduced into the neighborhood, but it did not survive its 
injuries. During the months that followed, whether intention-
ally or by coincidence, the murder of crows that inhabited my 
block made fewer and fewer appearances. When fall turned to 
winter, I emptied the fountain to protect it from freezing tem-
peratures and heaped the raised beds with leaf mulch so the 
garden could hibernate for the season. It came as a surprise, 
then, when one November morning, I discovered a lone crow 
roosting atop the arbor that faced the house.

His feathers were fluffed up for warmth, making him appear 
much larger than he really was, and his boxy head was drawn 
in, close to his body. “Boxy” remained like this all day, some-
times sleeping, just right out in the open, exposed against the 
pale sky. It was such a peculiar sight. He did not appear to 
be injured but when he sat unmoving and alone for a second 
day, I began to worry that he was sick. Occasionally, he would 
make a feeble, rasping noise. I remembered how dehydrating 
the cold, dry air of winter could be. I fetched the hose from 
our storage shed, filled the fountain, and set it burbling. The 
crow looked down at it but did not move. I did a quick inter-
net search, typing in “what to feed a sick crow” and then laid 
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out what I hoped would be a tempting little smorgasbord of 
peanuts and fruit and dampened whole grain bread on the flag-
stones between the arbor and the fountain.4 By day three, some 
of the food had disappeared, and Boxy the crow was sometimes 
standing on the fountain column or the arbor instead of sitting 
still. At the end of the third day, the crow alighted. His absence 
from the perch was bittersweet, but I would see him again.

By late spring of the following year, the whole neighborhood 
was budding with new life. Birds of all sorts were at the feeders, 
and even the crows were back, clustering in the trees across 
the street as they had before. Boxy, now in fine health, started 
making frequent appearances at the fountain, usually alone but 
sometimes with a friend or two in tow. It was around this same 
time that I began to notice the fountain occasionally taking on 
an odd, greasy-looking sheen. One afternoon I was reading, 
and I caught a flash of movement in my peripheral vision. I 
turned to the window just in time to see my favorite tearing 
at something unidentifiable atop the fountain. It was whitish, 
and browned at the edges—perhaps a piece of bread? But when 
Boxy dipped the morsel in the water and lifted it again it did 
not appear to be heavy with absorption. I continued watching 
his familiar routine: he flew off, returned with an unidentifi-
able object in his beak, and placed it in the depression at the 
top of the fountain where he would tear at the thing. Then Boxy 
would drop down to the basin of the fountain, take a drink, and 
alight to the trees to regard the scene from a distance before 
repeating the whole process. 

Normally my husband and I clean out the fountain and refill it 
with fresh water once or twice a month. But now it was getting 
to be every three or four days. Sometimes there would be shred-
ded fleshy remains of whatever it was my crows were bringing 
floating in the water, and I could not identify what it was. Not 
bread. Maybe fish? Or squirrel guts? The thought made me 
positively squeamish. Even more perplexing, whatever they 
were bringing did not seem to break down the way something 
raw would. This mystery continued, unsolved, until finally we 
saw the crow in transit—with a spicy hot wing in his beak.

Yes, that’s right. A hot wing. As in, the popular foot-
ball-party snack.

Boxy landed atop the fountain, enthusiastically partaking 
of the sparkling water as he dipped his treat. He cocked his 
head, putting on a little show for us, and repeated his routine. 
Alighting and returning. In appreciation for the fresh water, 
Boxy left a perfectly untouched hot wing out on the flagstones 
in the exact spot where I left the sick-crow smorgasbord laid 

out the winter before. It may not have been one half of a “Best 
Friends” locket, but it was a striking gift, all the same.

You may be wondering where these hot wings were coming 
from. A few blocks from my home there is a local joint called 
Hot Mama’s Wings, and it appears that my crow friend was 
airlifting these tasty snacks from the restaurant. I’m a little 
unclear on the mechanics of Operation Hot Wing. I wonder 
if crows were stealing them directly off the tables of outdoor 
diners, or if they were acquiring them by some other means. 
Either way, for me this was heartening news. At least it wasn’t 
squirrel guts I was fishing out of the fountain.

My husband, however, had some concerns about maintenance, 
especially with vacation on the horizon. Just what would a week 
of unmonitored wing deposit do to our fountain’s motor while 
we were away? We opted to empty the fountain for a week, but 
the wings kept coming. 

So often we go forth, absorbed in our lives and concerns, 
without looking out into the world around us. Do we appear 
as the pill bugs who are focused downward and inward, creep-
ing across the ground with a single-minded mission, curling 
inward in retreat when the world brushes too close? Or do 
these crows see the ways that we have things in common with 
them—our desire for social interaction and our commitments 
to family, our squabbles and loyalties, our ties to a place or 
routine? Whenever I go outdoors now, I turn my face skyward 
in the presence of crows so that they can see me well. As I fill 
the fountain with fresh water and look for savory gifts left 
behind, I wonder if we should just give up and fill the fountain 
with ranch dressing instead.
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songbird   you leave the nest at eleven days

that’s how things always begin here

every life   so precious   so close to

peril    fallen bird   wet in the grass

has the evening come too soon   too cold

a prayer is what i am offering you   that and this

not so new shirt i will use to cover you   dry you

in these last and fast falling minutes of day

every thing i know about being a mother is here now

my prayer is that your mother does not stray

i am well versed in her work    my yard   her nest

what i do for my own daughter   call it matriarchal

call it independence   call it nature  call it mothering

so i bring you this old shirt   one i may have 

used but never needed like now   wrap you

watch your sibling    there at the edge 

of the lawn   testing his wings   the mother bird

is not in joyful throat of morning    no singing

she chitters from bush to bush   my flowers

bloom yellow as her breast

tennessee warbler
AARON A. ABEYTA



18   AARON A. ABEYTA

i built this alone   i carry the weight of

my life    completely mine   this

is what prayer is    little bird    flightless

in my hands offered back to its mother   here

i say    i know    i know   it’s a whisper

but empathy is my gift   call it that

i understand what it is to worry   this

need to protect   i give her back to you mother songbird

this baby bird on the cusp of flight   laying here

in a shirt for a nest   leave you to your mother

the dusk to a prayer that despair not win   not now

not today   the evening is too calm for loss    so

may us mothers lend each other    for now

and by example this grace
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Enter with Curiosity: 
Tending Connection 
through a Practice  
of Questions
KATHERINE KASSOUF CUMMINGS

W hat is it about leaving the house these days?” I 
remarked to a friend. 

“Difficult.” She nodded as she shared with me her 
resistance to going outside for the simplest engagements, like 
buying bread or meeting a friend. That morning, we exchanged 
reflections on our experiences of physical isolation during the 
pandemic. From our homes (and grateful for them), we’ve ex-
perienced and witnessed losses resulting from pandemic, plan-
etary change, and political instability; we’ve also experienced 
the recovery of stories once submerged by ideas of supremacy 
and power dynamics that have long fostered disconnection from 
ourselves and each other. Loss and possibility are in flux daily.

Throughout pandemic lockdowns, my home became my 
comfort zone. Now, as I return to routines and reconfigure 
ways of life, entering the world outside my door frequently 
overwhelms me. 

It’s increasingly apparent that our communities are unwell. 
Our breathing, planetary home is suffocating. If our comfort 
zones dwindled to the space of our homes, perhaps we are 
having a healthy living response to an unhealthy living envi-
ronment. Fear is a first response to perceived danger and since 
the start of the pandemic, there is much that appears, and often 
is, dangerous, if not uncertain.

How do we open the front door at this time? It’s tempting to 
wall off, divide, and defend. How do we meet uncertain forces 
to participate in the growth of a world that is more hospitable 
for ourselves, our children, and all life?

Perhaps the answer lies in a question. Questions extend our 
comfort zones by opening the door to a place of relationship 

and discovery, chaos and generativity; a place where life can 
evolve and thrive. Wisdom traditions and scientific inquiries 
both reveal that humility and curiosity are key to human con-
nection. To question is to admit both. 

Ten years ago, I began shepherding a publication founded 
to deepen a practice of questions: Today we celebrate it as 
“Questions for a Resilient Future.” In this special section 
of Minding Nature, which reflects on the first ten years of 
Questions for a Resilient Future, you will find conversations 
with the co-founders of the series, Brooke Parry Hecht and 
Ceara Donnelley; and with Christine Luckasavitch, an Editorial 
Fellow, and artist Alyssa Bardy, who reflect on the most recent 
question: “What stories does the land hold?” In addition, you 
will read a selection of responses to various questions the 
Center for Humans and Nature has asked in Questions for a 
Resilient Future over the years. These responses exemplify 
core aspects of engaging in a practice of questions, which can 
be a practice of understanding and ultimately offers a way to 
love. For, at its best, a good question is an act of love.

The Questions for a Resilient Future was conceived as a home 
for questions with a long life, questions that cannot be simply re-
solved, or resolved once and for all, and, importantly, questions 
that open onto further questions. These questions have roots in 
what philosopher Strachan Donnelley, founder of the Center for 
Humans and Nature, thought of as the root question: How ought 
we to live with each other and the whole community of life?

During the last ten years, Donnelley’s guiding question has in-
spired us to ask questions as varied as: “What does Earth ask 
of us?”, “Mind and morality: Where do they meet?”, “What are 
our responsibilities to water?”, “How do we create communities 

“
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to which all of us can belong?”, and “What kind of ancestor do 
you want to be?” (This question is available as a book from the 
University of Chicago Press, 2021). Ideas and precise wording 
for the questions has grown into a collaborative of many voices, 
traditions, disciplines, and perspectives. In gathering each 
community of inquiry, the series reaches beyond the bound-
aries of knowledge as defined by academic expertise to expe-
rience as the wider foundation of our understanding that wel-
comes many ways of knowing.

The practice of asking questions requires that we listen to a 
diversity of worldviews in response to the questions we ask. 
Through public events, partnerships, and reader response in-
vitations, we are always seeking to expand the circle of conver-
sation around the Questions for a Resilient Future. In 2020, 
I developed the Editorial Fellows program to welcome collab-
oration with colleagues who value the questions forum and 
share the Center’s commitment to understanding our respon-
sibilities to each other and the community of life. In their work, 
Editorial Fellows are dedicated to developing relationship 
through storytelling; they attend to language and the dynamics 
of narrative. As writers and editors, our Editorial Fellows are 
reshaping the world through words. Editorial Fellow Christine 
Luckasavitch’s question, “What stories does the land hold?”—
featured in this issue—reveals how our relationship to the land 
can instruct us in our relationships to each other. The authors 
offering response are all Indigenous people and the question 
gathers experiences and understandings that have long been 
excluded from academic approaches to environmental ethics. 

Luckasavitch writes, “when we listen, we enter into a relation-
ship.” Questions can foster relationship; how we ask them and 
how we respond directs the course of our connectedness with 
each other and the larger living world. When we ask with hu-
mility and listen for difference—opening to what we do not 
know—we nurture the deepening of understanding. In her re-
flections included in this issue, Questions for a Resilient Future 
co-founder and Center for Humans and Nature board member 
Ceara Donnelley shares, “If I have learned anything, it is that 
understanding spools out over time, sometimes in great bursts, 
sometimes slowly and steadily, but only if you keep asking 
the questions, resisting rigidity and premature presumptions 
of answers.”

How we communicate matters for what we communicate. 
Language is a powerful tool. Questions redirect narrative pos-
sibilities and allow us to approach the unexpected. Our series, 
“How is nature critical to a 21st century urban ethic?” pointed 
to the difficulty of a divided worldview of humans and nature. 

In her response, “Ode to New York,” geographer Carolyn 
Finney wrote, “We, the human animal, are one of the faces of 
nature and the city is our home place…our cities are not the 
stepchild of our dreams, but are revelations of our fragility, our 
resilience and our incorrigibility.”

We later posed the question, “What happens when we see 
ourselves as separate from or as a part of nature?” which un-
folded partly from this exchange. In response to this question, 
philosopher Freya Mathews peels back the Western frame of 
separation offering that “nature would thus consist…not in a 
class of entities ‘out there,’ but in a pattern of unfolding, which 
we can suppress or allow in either ourselves or other-than-hu-
man beings.” Questions for a Resilient Future is both a place to 
share and develop perspective. Through the cross-pollination 
of ideas, the questions guide our inquiry. 

If we are to participate in the health of the living world, if 
we are to contribute to the healing of community, we would 
do well to dedicate ourselves to understanding what Center 
President Brooke Parry Hecht, echoing Strachan Donnelley, 
describes as “the many possible forms that our responsibilities 
can take.” To grow our understanding through questions, we 
reach into the place of difference; we seek to understand what 
we do not know. 

When we enter the world with curiosity, our imaginations flow 
forth. Physicist Arthur Zajonc, writing in response to “Mind and 
morality: Where do they meet?”, points out that “Imagination 
reaches beyond what we already know to the new.” If curiosity 
opens the door, if questions unlock it, then I believe that imag-
ination allows us to dance with whatever we meet.

As we continue to live in a time of increased awareness of un-
certainty and apparent disconnection, the practice of questions 
offers one way toward each other and the large community of 
life, a method for engaging the great realm of what we do not 
know with gentleness and humility; welcoming the unknown 
as our guest. I hope the perspectives offered in this special 
section encourage you to open a door today.

Katherine Kassouf Cummings serves as Managing Editor at the 

Center for Humans and Nature, where she leads the Questions  

for a Resilient Future and developed the Editorial Fellows program. 

She is co-editor of What Kind of Ancestor Do You Want to Be? 

(University of Chicago Press, 2021).
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Ten Years of Questions:  
Reflections from the  
Co-founders of Questions 
for a Resilient Future
CEARA DONNELLEY AND BROOKE PARRY 
HECHT IN CONVERSATION WITH KATHERINE 
KASSOUF CUMMINGS

K atherine Kassouf Cummings (KC): Why do 
questions matter to you?

Ceara Donnelley (CD): The older I get, the more 
certain I grow about only one thing: a full and well-lived life is 
one of inquiry, exploration, and constant growth. This is some-
thing my father, Strachan Donnelley, knew well, embodied, 
and, in his own way, talked about often. But when he was alive, 
I was too young—too uneducated, yet, in life’s challenges and 
opportunities alike—to truly understand and know for myself 
what he meant. In many ways, asking myself questions and 
trying to answer them (knowing the answer is always in the 
trying itself) is how I now structure my life, and it is also how I 
stay in dialogue with my father.

KC: What drew you to create a publication based around 
questions?

Brooke Parry Hecht (BH): The Center’s founder, Strachan 
Donnelley, found deep purpose through exploration of “big 
questions,” and this is where Ceara and I found our inspiration 
for the series. It is important to underscore that Strachan really 
asked questions and, because of this, he has been one of the 
most important and influential people in my life. Sometimes 

people ask pretend questions—like a question asked with the 
answer already in hand, or a “gotcha question” that is not actu-
ally a question at all. Strachan did not ask questions in this way. 
With his “ignorance worldview” as his foundation, he asked 
questions honestly, humbly, and perhaps most of all, seriously.

Strachan did not ask questions in a vacuum. His starting point, 
whatever the question, was that we humans have responsibilities  
to one another and the rest of the natural world. However, he 
was absolutely non-dogmatic about the specifics of what those 
responsibilities are or should be. Exploring the many possible 
forms that our responsibilities could take was the grist for the 
mill. To this end, the Questions for a Resilient Future series 
was designed to ask big questions, serious questions, and to 
draw on wisdom from many sources and perspectives. Our 
hope was that this approach would give readers the space to 
draw from many sources as they grappled with big questions 
and came to their own conclusions.

KC: How have questions played a role in the evolution of the 
Center for Humans and Nature?

CD: I think a fundamental—and appropriately confounding—
question inspired my father to found the Center, and from it 
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more questions have been tumbling forth since day one. It is 
implicit in our name: What is the relationship between humans 
and nature? What ought it to be? Can humans be considered 
separate enough from nature to speak of a relationship to it 
as a distinct other? Or is the notion of separateness the root of 
where we have, as a species, gone awry? And so on. Ultimately, 
the question that started the Center, and the questions we’ve 
asked since—from the lofty and philosophical to the more 
practical and issue-based—all help point the way to a life, lived 
both individually and collectively, that takes seriously the im-
portance of deep, reflective thought and of taking action that 
is consistent with one’s ever-evolving ethical framework. The 
Center exists to support that project, by asking questions and 
providing a range of powerful responses that help the evolu-
tion of ideas.

KC: What is one question from the Questions for a Resilient 
Future that has been particularly meaningful for you? And is 
there a question you are holding this year?

BH: “What does it mean to be human?” has always been an 
important question for me. My own thoughts on this question 
have changed countless times, and I expect that to continue 
through life’s journey. In truth, it is a question that I never 
expect to answer—at least not fully or finally—but rather the 
point for me is to carry the question and keep it close at hand. 
I love David Abram’s piece in response to this question. I ex-
perience his insights on this question as all at once humbling 
and exhilarating.

One question I am particularly holding this year is: “How can 
we live respectfully with the land and one another?”

In 2020, the Center moved its offices forty miles north of 
Chicago, after being located in Chicago’s Loop for over ten 
years. The Center’s new home resides within the territories of 
many Indigenous peoples, including the Council of the Three 
Fires—Potawatomi, Odawa, and Ojibwe, as well as Kickapoo, 
Miami, Peoria, and Očhéthi Šakówiŋ. In this new chapter, in 
this new place, the Center has serious work ahead: to under-
stand in practice what it means to belong to land, to listen to 
land, and to carry out our responsibilities to place.

As part of this work, we at the Center put ourselves on trial—
not in court but as part of the Center’s Questions for a Resilient 
Future. One of the Center’s Editorial Fellows, Julian Brave 
NoiseCat, curated eight written pieces on the question, “How 
can we live respectfully with the land and one another?” He 
conducted this work as tribunal, calling a panel of eight expert 
witnesses to examine capitalist and colonial relationships to 

the land and to one other and to inspire the Center for Humans 
and Nature’s relationship with the land in this place. As Julian 
writes, “[The] testimonies endeavor to understand what has 
gone awry in our human societies, as well as to inquire into 
what other forms of knowledge, values, and interrelation 
might form the basis of a more just and reciprocal relationship 
between land and people.” It is a series of inspiring written, 
spoken word, and art pieces, including the voices of Tommy 
Orange, Rebecca Solnit, Megan Bang, and Melissa K. Nelson. 
(See: www.humansandnature.org/land.)

Both the question and responses speak directly to the Center’s 
vision, focused squarely on the mutual flourishing of humans 
and nature. It is a question within our series that, in particu-
lar, calls on the Center to act as we work toward our vision at 
this time. A very closely related question curated by Editorial 
Fellow Christine Luckasavitch is, “What stories does the land 
hold?” I love this question because it speaks to the agency of 
the land itself and implies the critical, relational act of listening 
to these stories.

CD: One thing that Brooke does not mention is that, given 
the timing of the Center’s move to its new home and land-
scape (January 2020), the days the staff have been able to go 
to work in any traditional sense of the word have been few 
and far between. I attribute such oversight to Brooke’s excite-
ment about the Center’s future eclipsing any disappointment 
at having to wait patiently amid the ever-shifting realities of 
running a workplace during a persistent global pandemic. Yet 
I also believe it is because Brooke has adopted the attitude that 
my father cultivated over the course of his philosophically ori-
ented life, which is that we are organisms embedded in a vast, 
complex, and ultimately unpredictable biological ecosystem. 
Why shouldn’t we accept, if not expect, that a rogue virus might 
send every part of life as we know it into dizzying disarray?

This probably reveals that as questions go, for better or worse, 
I am still stuck on COVID, and wondering about all of the ways 
this pandemic will change the way we relate to the world and 
each other. There are the obvious (and important) questions 
about the social implications of prolonged periods of masking 
and social distancing for children and adults alike, but I still 
think we don’t even yet know what the deeper questions will 
be. Very early on in the pandemic, Brooke and I talked about 
what this might mean for us as a species, and all I could say 
with any certainty then was—we don’t know. We are too in it to 
even know the questions to ask, to begin to glean the contours 
of change on the horizon. In many ways, I still think we are too 
in it, even while in some places life has more or less resumed; it 

http://www.humansandnature.org/land
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will take us years to understand how, and how much, we have 
been changed. But we have to keep asking—if I have learned 
anything, it is that understanding spools out over time, some-
times in great bursts, sometimes slowly and steadily, but only if 
you keep asking the questions, resisting rigidity and premature 
presumptions of answers.

KC: Who is a contributor whose response influenced or trans-
formed your perspective on a particular question?

CD: Early in the series we asked the question, “Mind and mo-
rality: Where do they meet?” I had a hand in the framing (and 
wording—I am an unabashed fan of alliteration), but then I got 
to experience the responses several months later without having 
anything more to do with it. Esteemed physicist Arthur Zajonc 
presented his response, “Love as Ethical Insight,” at a gather-
ing we hosted at the American Museum of Natural History. His 
ideas about the role of science and neurochemistry in under-
standing the mind—or really, the limitations thereof—so pow-
erfully expanded and leant language to mysteries I had always 
intuited but, as a professedly “rational” person, felt somehow 
embarrassed to speak openly about. Now, the mysteries of the 
mind—and soul, and universe—are something I relish thinking 
and talking about. One can embrace and support science while 
also accepting that the answers to the biggest questions are not 
necessarily to be found or puzzled out in the physical universe 
alone. My father knew this, of course, but to hear a brilliant 
physicist explore the limitations of science and the objectively 
“known” universe and talk seriously about love—well, that was 
transformative for me.1

KC: What are your dreams for the next ten years of Questions 
for a Resilient Future? 

BH: The Questions series has been led ably and thoughtfully by 
you, Katherine, during the majority of its ten-year history. Your 
leadership and vision brought the Editorial Fellows program 
into existence, which has expanded the range of perspectives, 
life experiences, and networks of the Questions’ curating and 
editing team. In the next ten years of Questions for a Resilient 
Future, my hope is that the Editorial Fellows program grows 
by leaps and bounds. Addressing big questions requires, at its 
core, a diversity of viewpoints and knowledge forms, as well as 
varied forms of expression (art, spoken word, essay, poetry). 
If only one or two editors were to curate the Questions series, 
how would we ever be able to address those questions in the 
way that we intend? So I hold my dream for a much-expanded 
Editorial Fellows program, bringing a wide range of voices and 
ideas to our audiences. 
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The Water Bearers
ELMAZ ABINADER

This essay appeared in response to the Question: What are 
the connections between culture and conscience? Published 
on 11 November 2016.

I thought it was a farm and the land stretched for acres 
and acres. The hill leading to it from the street was steep 
and dangerous—a monster to mow and weed. The rows 

were long and full: bushes of cucumbers and beans, stakes of 
tomatoes, gnarly freeways of squash vines, bordered by carrot 
greens, bouquets of mint, and parsley clouds. The plots were 
enormous and the vegetables endless.

The farm needed to be watered, and my siblings and I made 
up the workforce. The faucet was in the basement, far from the 
field, and we didn’t have a hose; instead each of the six children 
carried various configurations of buckets, watering cans, and 
plastic pails up the five steps, across the lower third of the hill, 
under the rose trellis my father meticulously managed, over 
the chrysanthemum border to the well-defined ruts dividing 
the vegetables in neat rows tousled with vines. 

All summer, day in and day out, we toted water from the big 
soaking sink with its rusty creaky faucet in the basement, up 
the wooden stairs, through the lush grass harboring Japanese 
Beetles and Grasshoppers, to the sweet silt starting to bake in 
the July heat. The big mouths of the buckets didn’t allow us 
to water—we poured—forming tide pools of mosquito bait and 
gnat baths. And we suffered for this, bitten around ankles and 

up legs, we patched our beaten bodies with the sticky, smelly, 
sickly coating of calamine lotion. 

We weeded, watered, picked, trimmed, retied stakes, and 
clipped dead leaves while the neighbor kids snapped on their 
swimsuits and walked across town to Coles Swimming Pool. 
They splashed and swam, cooling off from the Southwestern 
Pennsylvania sun, while we burned rings on our necks and 
pinked up our cheeks. 

In the meantime, further back on the land, pears formed jewels 
in branches above the hitched up swing set; they would plump 
out at the bottom mirroring my own growing body, which 
mother said was all derrière. Beyond the pears, the peaches, 
and green apples, a stand of quince trees divided our property 
from the alley and the houses out back.

I grew up on a farm, I would say later, that’s why I don’t have 
a garden now. I put in my time. 

The chores carried on into the autumn—after late summer 
picking, and early fall harvesting of what I would call the  
orchards, we canned. In that same basement where those 
distant faucets supplied the child-borne irrigation system was 
a large stove, a farm table, and shelves of mason jars. In the 
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damp cavern, mother was stationed at the stove and we kids, in 
an assembly line formation, canned beans, cucumbers, pears, 
tomatoes, peppers, peaches, mint jelly, quince jelly, and grape 
jelly, labeled with my mother’s cursive on masking tape. Green 
Beans, 1962.

Jobs were distributed according to age. My older brothers 
could do anything that involved knives—quartering pears, 
slicing cucumbers. My older sister worked the crank of the 
Foley food mill, smashing tomatoes into paste, a very slow 
and painful chore. We younger ones clipped the ends off beans 
and snapped them in half. As soon as we would finish a hill, 
Mother poured another mountain of beans onto the newspa-
per that covered the table. Our shoulders ached, we yawned. 
Occasionally Mother would take the opportunity to drill us in 
basic Arabic: pot, tundra; parsley, buhtdounis, we repeated 
with dreary compliance. On more upbeat days, she instigated a 
sing-along, in which we were more likely to participate, for who 
can resist “Getting to Know You,” in two-part harmony? 

It was ferocious work—tearing at our cramped necks, pulling 
on our shoulders, flattening our hips to stone. Even as the 
fifth of six children, I clearly understood the payoff—we would 
not have many of our essential and important foods without 
these cans, these vegetables. Parsley and tomatoes in fresh 
tabouleh, green beans in the fragrant Lubiyeh, mint sparkling 
in yogurt with cucumber, and my personal favorite: a pocket 
of my mother’s homemade bread with laban, tomatoes, and 
scallions. As much as the repetitive and endless chopping, 

cutting, and peeling killed me, the fruits of our labor were rich. 
Fattoush didn’t have a piquancy with winter tomatoes from the 
store, the store-bought cucumbers in the tabouleh were dry 
and woody; when we wanted kusa mahshee, the only squash 
we could find were zucchini and the skin was not as supple as 
our Lebanese-born white squash.

Despite my constant craving for the finely chopped parsley, or 
slow-simmered eggplant, I have mostly resisted gardens. This 
farm had worn me out, and while I gave free advice to city 
gardeners about the sun versus shade, the organic bug killers 
versus death-to-the-environment, I haven’t plunged a spade, 
scooped a shovel, or pulled a weed since then.

A few years ago on a trip back east to visit my father in DC, my 
husband and I rented a car for the epic road trip: the home-
towns, the old school, the favorite hiking trail, the university 
and various apartment buildings where I had written many 
college papers. When we arrived at the home on the farm, 
which I found easily, because it was on Main Street, I wan-
dered up and down the front walk in shock. The hill that led 
to the farm was barely a bunny slope—with a mild grade that 
descended gently to the trellis. The farm, the farm was a gar-
den—a big garden, but a garden nonetheless, one I could tra-
verse in probably ten minutes. 

Now I do realize that size accounts for something. The little girl 
saw everything bigger. Everyone experiences shorter distanc-
es, smaller buildings when they return as adult selves to old 
settings. But this I do know: we left that farm in 1966 taking 
our loot with us and after years of using the dwindling supply 
of canned vegetables and fruits, we opened the last jar of pears 
we put up in 1978. The produce was so plentiful, I could only 
imagine all that food had come from vast acres of land, and the 
hours we put into the preparation, the canning and the storing 
resulting in library shelves of jars, all neatly inscribed and cat-
alogued testified to the enormity of our yield.

Standing in my hometown, in front of the green-shingled 
house, I looked for landscape changes, perhaps extra buildings 
were put up, covering part of the farm. But there was the house, 
the shed, the patio, the trellis, the swing set, and the quince 
border. The current residents had no garden, no farm. They, 
no doubt, hadn’t squeezed a cherry tomato off the vine while 
picking the Sunday salad and popped it into their mouths.

Farms, for city dwellers, which I have been since I left the small 
town life after high school, are romantic, with a vibe of a pas-
toral, nature-driven life run by the elements—sun, moon, rain, 
wind, locusts. My notion of our farm, or really, our garden, has 

Photo courtesy of Elmaz Abinader.
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become something more intricate—not just a connection to my 
parents and their past in Lebanon, where they came from an 
agricultural village. Our farm was where our legacy was seeded, 
our ways of relating to the world grew on that land.

We had very little money when I was growing up. Further north 
on Main Street, Mother and Father had a small shoe store, too 
small to hire a helper, so they ran it themselves. They didn’t 
know about investments or business practices; they had little 
savvy in negotiations. However, their gifts were huge: Mother’s 
love of singing and dancing; Father’s complex knowledge of 
history and politics. For people of little education, they be-
stowed us with a need to cultivate—our creativity, our intel-
lect, and our garden. Not just in Poor Richard’s notion, but in 
Voltaire’s as well. 

That land was the secret to giving us a life of plenty. With this 
garden, they fed nine people every day, very well; they had 
huge parties on holidays, and they conjured the food that mat-
tered most. Food from our language, from our cultural seed-
lings; food earned with every impression of the water-bucket 
handle creased into my palm.

The garden brought the family to the soil, to the plants, to 
the harvest, to the preservation; to the nutrition and yielded 
memory that sits in our senses and provides us with a standard 
that all food is measured against. I accepted the inheritance 
of cultivation and, while I don’t grow anything, I practice a 
planting of thought, a seeding of minds, a nurturing of curios-
ity, a harvest of creativity. I practice the patience that growing 
demands: planting a word, cultivating a poem. I practice the 
investment that pays off from gardening: nurturing students 
and writers to be thinkers and authors. The “fruit” of our labors 
is not achieved by impatience or indifference, not by propagan-
da or rhetoric. To produce well is to work tirelessly and to shed 
light as well as to clear ignorance. This takes a lot of water, a 
bit of digging, and time. Sometimes it is painful and repetitive 
and steamy and dark, even indulgent. But once you choose to 
be a water-bearer, you hold that bucket with the strain of the 
promise—while it is emptied and filled again and again.

Elmaz Abinader is an author and a performer. Her most recent 
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Nature as the Law  
within Us
FREYA MATHEWS

This essay appeared in response to the Question: What 
happens when we see ourselves as separate from or as  
a part of nature? Published on 26 May 2017.

A re we part of nature or separate from it? How we 
answer this question of course depends entirely on 
what we mean by “nature.”

In its largest sense, the term “nature” encompasses everything 
that falls under the laws of physics. It is the realm of the purely 
physical as opposed to that of the supernatural. From this 
point of view, we are clearly part of nature and everything we 
do is perfectly natural. But, equally clearly, it is as natural, in 
this sense, for life on Earth to be totally obliterated as it is for 
it to flourish abundantly. Nature so understood then is not the 
nature about which environmentalists are concerned.

At the other end of the spectrum of meanings lies the dual-
istic view of nature which has shaped the Western tradition, 
and which undergirds modern civilization. From this perspec-
tive, we humans are set apart from and above nature by virtue 
of our unique mental faculties, such as intellect or reason. 
Though humanity may have evolved from lower forms of life, 
our unique form of mentality elevates us above mere nature, 
enabling and entitling us to use it as we see fit. This dualistic 
view, which opposes us to nature and gives us moral dominion 
over it, is clearly the view which most environmentalists wish 

to overturn, replacing it with an “environmental ethic” that 
morally requires us to respect and protect nature. 

So what is nature in an environmental sense?

To answer this question turns out to be tricky. If we define 
nature in biological terms, as the sum of all life-systems on 
Earth, then obviously humans are indeed part of nature, 
but this does not mandate an environmental ethic. For if we 
humans chose to engineer the biosphere, radically modifying 
it for exclusive human use while in the process wiping out the 
majority of other-than-human species and recruiting the rest 
to our own service, then the sum of life at the end might be as 
great as at the beginning. The only difference would be that 
the resulting biomass would be mainly human. Nature, in the 
sense of the sum of life, would not thereby have been dimin-
ished. But our moral goal, as environmentalists, would certain-
ly not have been achieved.

So it seems we are, as environmentalists, inevitably driven 
towards a definition of “nature” as the rest of life on Earth—the 
realm of other-than-human components of the biosphere. It 
is other-than-human species, beings, communities—trees and 
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grasses, fungi, animals, wetlands, forests, and so on—that we 
are seeking to protect. 

But to understand nature in this sense and then to declare that 
we are morally required to acknowledge its entitlement to its 
own existence—generally on the grounds that we are not supe-
rior to it, inasmuch as it actually shares the mental properties 
that dualists attribute exclusively to humans—may be asking 
too much. For it suggests that as humans we should assume a 
minimalist, hands-off position with respect to trees, grasses, 
ecosystems, etc., leaving them as far as possible to their own 
devices. Were we genuinely to embrace such an ethic, we would 
surely be obliged to cut back our human population by orders 
of magnitude and minimize our cultural and technological 
agency, restricting ourselves to something like the lifestyle of 
our primitive hominid ancestors. Whatever the moral merits 
of such a minimalist conclusion, it has no hope whatsoever of 
being accepted by contemporary modern societies. 

To avoid this conclusion, we need to again review what we 
mean by “nature.” It might turn out to be more philosophically 

constructive to interpret nature not externally, as consisting 
of certain kinds of entities—trees, grasses, ecosystems, etc.—
but rather internally, in terms of certain indwelling principles, 
specifically those that are discernible in the behavior of undis-
turbed organisms and ecosystems. These are the principles—I 
shall identify them in a moment—that produce the patterns 
of regenerativity that we associate with life. We can choose to 
follow these principles in our own behavior as well as observe 
them in the behavior of other-than-human systems. And we 
can short-circuit them in other-than-human systems just as we 
can choose to deviate from them ourselves. Nature would thus 
consist, from this perspective, not in a class of entities “out 
there,” but in a pattern of unfolding, which we can suppress or 
allow in either ourselves or other-than-human beings.

The principles I have in mind here may be identified as (i) the 
principle of conativity and (ii) that of least resistance.

By conativity, I mean the impulse that causes all living things 
to preserve and increase their own existence. It is only by virtue 
of this drive towards self-existence that living things count as 

“Qigong at sunset” by K. Kendall.



MINDING NATURE 14.3

NATURE AS THE LAW WITHIN US    29

living at all. But in nature this drive is qualified by the princi-
ple of least resistance: Organisms which conserve their energy 
by adapting their ends as far as possible to the ends of the or-
ganisms surrounding them will be naturally selected over or-
ganisms which needlessly provoke resistance and competition 
from others. In China, this principle of adapting one’s ends to 
the ends of others and in the process letting the efforts of others 
carry one towards one’s own destination is called wu wei. Wu 
wei translates as inaction, but inaction may be understood not 
as passivity but as this very process of accommodation and ad-
aptation to the ends of others.1 Wu wei enables one to conserve 
one’s own energy by desiring what simultaneously serves the 
desires of others, rather than pitting oneself against them. 

In the biosphere, the behavior of most species broadly follows 
the principle of least resistance because this is the strategy 
that, being energy-conserving, logically results from natural 
selection. Conflict, competition and predation do of course 
still occur in nature. Where the interests of particular species 
or individuals cannot achieve synergy with those of others, 
conflict will result. But such conflict will always entail an en-
ergy-cost for the species or individuals in question, and modes 
of conflict themselves will in turn be shaped by the principle 
of least resistance (by analogy with martial arts, in which the 
practitioner learns to conserve his own energy while turning 
the force used by opponents back against them). At the end of 
the day, the imperative to desire what others need one to desire 
will be what ensures that every living thing, in seeking its own 
self-existence, at the same time perpetuates the larger system. 

Here in Australia, for example, Bettongs (tiny macropods) 
desire truffles, and in the process of digging for them aerate 
woodland soils and improve conditions for seed germination, 
thereby helping to assure the future of the woodlands on which 
Bettongs themselves depend. In this sense, the principle of 
accommodating others by adapting one’s own desires to their 
ends assures the ongoing regeneration of life.

As humans, we have been released from the evolutionary logic 
of least resistance. Historically, we have substituted external 
sources of power, such as slavery or, more recently, fossil fuels, 
for the energy available to us from our own bodies. This has 
enabled us—unlike other species who seek to pit themselves 
against others but suffer exhaustion and selective disadvan-
tage as a result—to impose ourselves on our environment with 
impunity. Moreover, through our highly developed reflexivi-
ty (our capacity to reflect on and hence change our behavior) 
we can also substitute arbitrary, culturally mediated ends for 
the ends imprinted in us through evolution. So, for example, 

instead of desiring sweet fruits that we may have been natural-
ly selected to crave because in consuming them we dispersed 
their seeds, we may now desire ice cream, where consuming 
ice cream in no way serves the interests of other species. We 
have indeed largely stopped desiring what earth-others need 
us to desire, and we have gotten away with this. And perhaps 
we can continue to get away with it, replacing the biosphere 
with techno-engineered systems designed to serve human in-
terests exclusively. 

But it always remains open to us, through our capacity for re-
flexivity, to review and revise our desires, to align them anew 
with what our earth kin need us to want. To do so would be to 
reinstate nature within ourselves—with our conscious assent, 
yes, but with the same outcome as biological evolution: the 
ongoing renewal and regeneration of life.

As a normative principle, least resistance, this idea of wu wei, 
does not minimize the expression of human potential. It can 
serve as a design principle for technology at any level of so-
phistication as well as a principle of both governance and per-
sonal conduct. It can provide the basis, technologically, socially 
and spiritually speaking, for a rich and refined civilization, as it 
(partly) did in China, at least until the twentieth century. 

Nature, then, from the present point of view, is not to be seen in 
terms of a boundary within which or outside of which humans 
might fall, but a normative principle of accommodation to the 
needs of all earth-others, where this broadly equates to the Law 
that is core to Aboriginal cultures here in Australia and that 
Aboriginal people read from the land itself.2 It is a Law we can 
all choose, at any moment, to uphold or not.

Freya Mathews is Adjunct Professor of Environmental Philosophy at 

La Trobe University, Australia.
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Ode to New York:  
A Performance Piece
CAROLYN FINNEY

This essay appeared in response to the Question: How 
is nature critical to a twenty-first century urban ethic? 
Published on 4 September 2013.

Wild thing, you make my heart sing. You make everything groovy. 

Wild thing.

—Chip Taylor, New York City-born songwriter

H ow is nature critical to a 21st century urban ethic? To 
answer this question, I feel it is only appropriate that 
I establish a little street credibility (and I just can’t 

help myself). I’m from New York. Though I haven’t lived there 
for years, when asked about my origins, I always say New York. 
Born in Manhattan, raised about a half an hour outside the city 
on an estate that my parents were responsible for caring for, 
and spending my 20s in Brooklyn on Ocean Parkway, right 
next to Prospect Park, my experience of “nature” was directly 
connected to my urban identity, my Black sense of self and my 
dreams of what was possible in my world.

Nature was all kinds of things to me; it showed itself through the 
hard work my parents did by taking care of a twelve-acre estate 
belonging to a wealthy, New York family. Nature revealed its 
pretty side with the tree-lined streets and manicured lawns and 
special privileges allocated to those with money. Nature was 
trepidatious in who it allowed to savor its gifts in certain places 
and spaces—to my childhood eyes, my brown skin limited my 
interactions, so I stole what I could on a regular basis. On my 

first trip to the Bronx Zoo, I saw Nature caged and couldn’t 
decide if I felt safe or sorry. At the Museum of Natural History, 
I saw Nature dead, but still talking, giving up secrets I’m not 
sure it was ready to share. I heard Nature speak through the 
stories of my parents whose childhoods emerged from dirt 
and country, now intermingled with city living and dreams de-
ferred. I smelled Nature when I walked past the horse stables 

“IMG_7377” by Shelly S.
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concerning our future on this planet. It is at once dynamic 
and inevitable. We, the human animal, are one of the faces of 
nature and the city is our home place where we get to build, 
experiment, blend and grow. Our cities are not the stepchild of 
our dreams, but are revelations of our fragility, our resilience 
and our incorrigibility. A 21st century urban ethic does not run 
from the present to some past ideal of nature remembered. A 
21st century urban ethic is by nature, Nature itself. Redefined, 
rewritten and responsible to something more than simply what 
we can see and hear on its surface. Get down, put your ear on 
the ground. Together with the sound of the subway and cars 
and footsteps of hundreds of people marching in tune to their 
faith and their hope, you can hear the soil, the water, the roots 
of the trees, the insects, the plants, the energy bursting forth, 
connecting us to ourselves and the places in which we live.

I walk the streets of the city with Nature all around me and I 
know I am home.

Carolyn Finney, PhD, is a storyteller, author and a cultural 

geographer who is deeply interested in issues related to identity, 

difference, creativity, and resilience. Her first book, Black Faces, 

White Spaces: Reimagining the Relationship of African Americans 

to the Great Outdoors was released in 2014 (UNC Press). Along 

with being the new columnist at the Earth Island Journal, she was 

recently awarded the Alexander and Ilse Melamid Medal from the 

American Geographical Society and is an artist-in-residence and 

the Environmental Studies Professor of Practice in the Franklin 

Environmental Center at Middlebury College.

in Prospect Park or a human being living on the concrete in 
midtown Manhattan. Nature seemed to mess with me on a 
regular basis—it changed things up all the time, whether it 
was inside my body, or outside on the street. Nature was cold, 
Nature was hot, Nature was wet (almost sounds X-rated). 
Nature filled my lungs on a daily basis as I pounded the pave-
ment looking for a job, looking for a friend, and looking for 
love. Nature would not leave me alone, even inside my New 
York apartment. Have you ever met a New York cockroach? 
They are for real, and they are forever.

On occasion, Nature also gives up some special gifts for those 
in the city. Think of it like when Superman goes up to the North 
Pole and is given knowledge and increased super powers. I 
think the city was like my North Pole—buildings jutting up all 
over the place like large blocks of ice, voices and sounds coming 
together to infuse my mind with history, reality and possibili-
ty that kept me alive and thriving. Colors became more vivid, 
people became more complex, and dreams became magnified. 
Nature and the city were not separate but equal entities occu-
pying the same space. Instead, Nature and the city were (are) 
embroiled in a love affair that is complicated, messy, passion-
ate and defiant. And what has emerged in this 21st century are 
visions of living, urban nature that will not be denied. It is not 
less than a Nature confined to our sublime green spaces at the 
cities edge. This living, urban nature is noisy, ubiquitous, hip, 
smooth talking, old, young, gritty, fresh, resistant, infectious, 
colorful, concentrated, and green. It’s in-your-face and no 
longer only wearing Gortex or climbing mountains or mainly 
vegetarian. It’s multi-lingual, poetic and old school sometimes. 
It’s urban gardens, brownfields, civic unrest, and a new kind of 
soul food. The city and nature are poetry in motion, and we are 
caught up in its rhythm whether we like it or not.

In Chicago, you have Brenda Palms Barber working with pre-
viously incarcerated Black men and women to make urban 
honey, born from the sweet bees and weeds of the city. In 
Detroit, you have the D-town farm growing everything from 
collards to radishes to new dreams in a place that has been de-
clared bankrupt, but where Nature finds a way. In Los Angeles, 
Ron Finley reclaims vacant lots and sidewalk medians to grow 
vegetables between concrete and dirt. In New York, a Bronx 
neighborhood goes to the river and regains the land and com-
munity spirit. And in our nation’s capital, where a Black family 
lives in the White house, you have a garden and apiary with 
roots in our past feeding our present.

How is nature critical to our 21st century urban ethic? It pro-
vides us with an opportunity to see difference and possibility 
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What Is the Single Greatest 
Virtue of Our Species?
BRIAN DOYLE

This essay appeared in response to the Question: What does 
Earth ack of us? First published on 6 November 2013.

M ercy. Humility. We thought we were in charge. We 
took what we could take. And now the subject of 
the experiment lurches and heaves in rage. Did we 

think it was not alive, with its own fury to survive? The moral 
arguments have changed little. The criminal charges have not 
been filed. No court would accept the brief. And what penal-
ties could be inflicted? We live by symbiosis at best and theft 
at worst. We are become a parasite on the host that we may 
well kill, and what will our larvae eat then? The endless empty 
dark of space?

◆ ◆ ◆

We thought it was a vast farm, from which we could draw fish 
and deer and corn and petroleum and silver and coal, and the 
farm had no end, we invented a god to give it to us as a garden 
of endless delights, but it does have an end, it is not infinite, 
the soil will disappear in sixty years and the fresh water go foul, 
cities will drown and toddlers die by the millions from diseas-
es that have been waiting ravenously to return and scythe us 
down like we sliced down the vast seething lungs of the forests. 
I lived with three toddlers, once. If they had sickened and died 
from a disease I could trace to its source, to its progenitors, to 
the casual murderers, I might have been a murderer myself, 
for all the sheen of civility, all the mask of culture, all my talk 

of law and order. I might well have been so. Do we abet murder 
with every gallon of gas we buy, every flight we board? Do we?

◆ ◆ ◆

The ship on which we sail is very much alive; a throbbing 
machine of parts uncountable and webbed far beyond our 
science, brilliant as it has grown to be; and the ship asks only 
one thing of us now, finally, with only this one thing left to ask: 
that we be creative, and write a novel as big as the world, make 
a film as endless as the spinning of the earth in the airless void, 
craft a play with exactly as many parts as there are remaining 
species of beings left alive, here in the Sixth Extinction. What 
is the greatest single virtue of our species? What is the one 
thing that we have in spades and abundance, the one thing that 
perhaps allowed us to prosper and multiply in such staggering 
numbers, to send men and machines into the sea of the stars, 
to fling a chirping robot past the boundaries of our very galaxy? 
Imagination, brothers and sisters. Imagination. We dream and 
then make real our dreams. And all that inventiveness, all that 
innovative zest, all our yearning to solve puzzles and discov-
er secrets and worry inarguable truths from the welter of lies 
and distractions, all our deep pleasure in making things that 
were never in the world before in just that way – now that is 
become the thin thread of our salvation. Not to mention all 
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ways to spin detritus into fuel and energy? Have we gone stale 
and dim as a species, here at the apex of our population and 
technology boom? Were these last centuries of incredible in-
vention and innovation and imagination all just for money and 
power? Or do we have a last slim door through which to send 
our wild holy imaginations into a future where children do not 
gasp and retch and duck the bullets of the Water Wars?

Brian Doyle (d. 2017) self-described as “a dad a dad a dad a 

husband sonbrothereditorfriendcitizen and…Author.” He wrote 
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the other actors in the play. Not to mention your children and 
their children.

◆ ◆ ◆

Maybe this is why we have attention deficit disorder. Maybe 
this is why we are mentally fragile and unstable. Maybe this is 
why we have not been able to corral our violent urges, because 
somehow imagination is married to anger and fear, and our 
best dreaming needs desperation or a glimmer of mania as 
fuel. In which case I suggest we are in an excellent position to 
dream wildly now, for I am very much afraid that my children, 
when they are my age, will live in a dark and brooding world 
where clean air and clean water and clean dirt are only found 
in photographs and paintings and books and holograms, and 
religions have sprung up to worship what once was, long ago, 
before the first of the Water Wars.

◆ ◆ ◆

Maybe we should sue ourselves, for assault and battery, for 
theft, for rape in the first degree. Do other species have stand-
ing in the courts of the human beings? Can osprey testify 
about their near-death experience, when they were poisoned 
en masse, and parents were forced to watch as their babies 
hatched too soon, inside their translucent useless eggshells, 
and died sobbing for breath, their bones unknit, unable even 
to mew, unable to see even a shard of the light hatched in the 
furnaces of the stars? What about trees? Or the thousands and 
thousands and thousands and thousands and thousands and 
thousands of kinds of beings slain along the way as we scrab-
bled for food and money and bigger cars? Or the thousands 
and thousands of kinds of beings we will never even see or 
hear or identify or gape at or marvel over who will vanish in 
their homes in the seething sea, in the misty canopy, in the vol-
canic vent?

◆ ◆ ◆

We dreamed ourselves aloft. We dreamed ways to wrestle and 
wrangle rivers. We caught electricity. We persuaded plants to 
march in rows and give us their children to eat. We dreamed 
ever faster ways to whir along the skin of the earth in steeds 
of steel. We dreamed throbbing cities so big and vast and high 
they seem unreal when we shuffle through them gawking far 
below. We dreamed the most extraordinary music and the 
most haunting deep shared stories. We invented uncountable 
thousands of languages and religions and dances and sports 
and foods and medicines. Can’t we invent new fuels for our 
steel steeds, and new ways to catch and share energy, and new 
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On Being Human in a 
More-Than-Human World
DAVID ABRAM

This essay appeared in response to the Question: What does 
it mean to be human? Published on 22 July 2021.

I have fallen in love outward. 

—Robinson Jeffers, ”The Tower Beyond Tragedy”

O ver the last two decades, as I’ve spoken with stu-
dents and addressed diverse audiences regarding 
our human interchange with the rest of animate life, 

I’ve most often been challenged (and questioned) in the fol-
lowing manner: “Alright, Dr. Abram, I understand when you 
say that we humans are completely embedded within a more-
than-human world, and I understand your claim that many 
other animals, plants, and landforms are at least as necessary 
as humans are to the ongoing flourishing of the biosphere. But 
despite the attention and praise that you bestow upon other 
species, surely you must admit that humankind is something 
utterly unique in the earthly world?”

In the early days I found the question mildly interesting, since 
I had never said our species was not unique. “Of course we 
humans are mightily special,” I would counter. “Our oppos-
able thumbs, our ability to balance and ambulate on our hind 
legs, our capacity for reflection, and our slyness with tools and 
ever-more-complex technologies entail that we are a pretty 

unique bunch. But then again, that hawk soaring overhead is 
able to fly without any of the contrivances that we depend upon, 
and the apple tree over there is able to squeeze apples directly 
out of its limbs, which in itself is pretty damn unique, and a far 
cry from anything that I can muster with my own body. 

Perhaps you could say that the compelling stories we two-
leggeds regularly concoct could be called an efflorescence, or 
even a kind of fruit, like those apples. But still, the way that 
some whales dive to a depth of six thousand feet, holding their 
breath for over ninety minutes, seems another kind of aston-
ishment, as is the journey of monarch butterflies. After over-
wintering in a small cluster of conifers in the Mexican high-
lands, the monarchs navigate their way north across the Gulf 
of Mexico. The progeny of these northward-aimed butterflies 
then nourish themselves as caterpillars, and after emerg-
ing from pupae as newly winged creatures, they continue the 
migration north. Then their progeny continue the journey, 
as do the next generation, before arriving at the very same 
clump of milkweed and clover in the northeast where their  
great-grandparents hatched from eggs the year before, al-
though none of the three intervening generations have ever 
seen or tasted or visited those northern climes before!
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I am dazzled, yes, by the creativity of the human mind, but I 
am also struck dumb by the ability of various aspen groves to 
maintain and replenish themselves, through their common 
root system, for eighty thousand years and more. Gadzooks! 
And by the ability of a spring meadow to utter forth into the 
mountain air a resplendence of wildflowers, the hue and 
tone of this complex utterance slowly altering throughout the 
season. Or by the audacious ability of hummingbirds to fly, um,  
backwards. Are we humans unique? Sure we are. But so is ev-
eryone else around here.

generalized traits are apparent, or salient, to us. Encountering 
other species only as outsiders, we lack the sensorial attune-
ment and insight necessary to perceive the nuanced differen-
tiations that are likely evident to those on the inside—the rich 
differences, for instance, that a mother bat must hear when, 
upon returning to the roosting colony, she audibly picks out 
the call of her child from among the cries of over a million (!) 
other bats hanging from the walls of the same cave. 

Nonetheless, the same question—Are not humans exception-
ally exceptional?—kept coming toward me over the years. I 
found it somewhat tiresome in its predictability, but the per-
sistence of such an apparently simple challenge, and the way it 
arose again and again in such different audiences, began over 
the years to wear away at my own stubbornness. Perhaps these 
critics were right; perhaps there is something utterly uncanny 
and uniquely unique about our own kind. 

And after puzzling and pondering the matter, over and again, 
sussing out the signature traits of our species, I began to feel my 
way toward a fresh answer, one that rang true to me even as it 
seemed to satisfy my challengers—or at least to give them pause. 
For if there’s something exceptional about us two-leggeds, it 
seems to reside in our ability to become interested in—even 
fascinated by—well, pretty much anything. Diverse other crea-
tures, as I watch them go about their days, seem to stay fairly 
focused on a range of matters that concern their own well-be-
ing, indulging in other whims and curiosities now and then, but 
rarely ranging very far afield, with their sustained attention, 
from the sort of things that seem to grab others of their kind. But 
we humans have a peculiar proclivity to become fascinated and 
enthralled by the most incommensurable matters. Among even 
my close friends, there’s a person who closely studies the antler 
patterns of moose, another whose hobby involves documenting 
the life cycle of various lichens, and another whose expertise 
lies in throwing and baking the perfect Neapolitan pizza. That 
same baker is also a fine gardener who spends much of her week 
wooing various butterflies down from the skies to alight on the 
plants that she’s carefully cultivated for their delectation. There 
are people who steep themselves in the long-dead languages of 
lost cultures, and others who listen in on and try to decipher 
the long-distance utterances of humpback whales. Still others 
decline to consider those calls as linguistic, but concentrate 
their talents on playing music with whale songs, or trading jazz 
riffs with nightingales and whippoorwills and lyre birds. Some 
kids collect stamps, others patiently work out the folding pat-
terns needed to render various new brands and models of cars 
in the ancient art of origami. And other children collect cloud 
shapes, painting them not in pigments, but in poems.

“Hmmm… So each creature is unique, you say. Well all right, 
sure,” says this bothersome person in the audience, “I can see 
your point, Abram. The overabundant array of zoological and 
botanical skills that surround us is indeed remarkable. But 
really, now, if you maintain that every species is unique, then 
surely the human species is uniquely unique! I mean, bees 
with their collective intelligence are pretty cool, and elephants 
with their ability to communicate over huge distances through 
infrasound (and, apparently, through the ground itself) seem 
mighty special. Yet even if I concede that many beings exhibit 
an array of talents that make them special, surely you’ll have to 
agree that we humans are specially special.” 

There is no getting past such folks. For a while, I wondered 
whether our perception that humans are so qualitatively dif-
ferent—so diverse and nuanced in our creative and cognitive 
gifts—had something to do with the simple fact that we, our-
selves, are human, and so know our own species from the 
inside. In other words, we view the other species necessari-
ly only from the outside, so that only their most obvious and 
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So perhaps there is, indeed, something uniquely unique about 
our species. Yet we defy this uniqueness when we strive to 
assert what is most unique about humankind. Whenever we 
focus so exclusively upon ourselves, training our attention 
day after day upon the specialness of our species, then we are 
no longer enacting the very trait that most exemplifies our hu-
manity. We really display our uniquely human beauty when 
we cease focusing our gaze upon it, and allow our attention 
to move outward, toward the other shapes of sensitivity and 
sentience with whom we compose this many-voiced biosphere. 
Whenever we become intensely engaged by other styles and 
shapes of life, when we drop away our concern for ourselves 
and begin to celebrate and praise other beings and elements 
that exceed our exclusively human concerns, then—paradoxi-
cally—we most realize and epitomize our humanity.

POSTSCRIPT

The Hebrew word for human—adam—is intimately related 
to the term adamah, which in Hebrew means “ground” or 
“earth.” For the ancient Hebrews, to be human was to be an 
earthling (as in Genesis, where the first human—Adam—is a 
creature fashioned from the soil who will ultimately return 
to the soil). In a similar fashion, the English word human is 
cognate with the English humus (or soil). Both are derived 
from the proto-Indo-European root that signifies “earth” or 
“ground,” which suggests that in English, as in Hebrew, that 
which most deeply defines the human is our own derivation 
from (and kinship with) the ground underfoot. 

Another term that shares the very same ancestry as human 
and humus is the word humility: the state of being close to the 
humus, close to the soil. Such etymologies suggest that, to our 
ancestors at least, we were most human when we moved in a 
humble relation to the things around us. Today, in the face of 
so much earthly devastation wrought by our species—whether 
through our arrogant self-regard or through our apparent 
obliviousness to everything else, we would do well to heed the 
simple evidences carried in our words. An abiding humility in 
the face of the Earth’s exuberant multiplicity, wildness, and 
weirdness is, I believe, a necessary quality of our kind, and the 
best possible medicine for what ails us. 

David Abram is a cultural ecologist and philosopher who lectures 

and teaches widely on several continents. He is the author of 
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than-Human World (Vintage, 1997).
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The Ethics of Adaptation  
to Global Warming
KATHLEEN DEAN MOORE

This essay appeared in response to the Question: What does 
Earth ask of us? Published on 1 October 2013.

N ew York proposes a $20 billion project of floodwalls, 
levees, and bulkheads to protect the city from storms. 
Rotterdam announces its “Rotterdam Climate Proof” 

plan to make the city “fully” resilient to climate-change impacts 
by 2025, a plan that includes floating bubble-pavilions. More 
than a hundred US cities now have climate adaptation plans 
in place, and who can count the special commissions, commit-
tees, agency teams, and experts charged with figuring out how 
their own homes and industries will weather the storms? Rex 
Tillerson, CEO of ExxonMobil, reassures a world alarmed by 
warnings of global warming: “As a species ... we have spent our 
entire existence adapting, so we will adapt to this.”

I am not reassured. I want to call attention to the danger that 
the same moral failings that characterize climate change itself 
are being replicated and amplified in many of the plans to 
adapt to it – as if storm and extinction had taught us nothing 
about justice or reverence for life. In the end, I will suggest that 
we can armor shorelines, modify the genetics of trout, build 
giant dams, and in countless ways change the Earth, but ef-
fective and honorable adaptation will begin to take place only 
when we change ourselves.

As global warming forces a fundamental re-imagining of how 
we live on Earth, we have the chance to choose adaptive strat-
egies that create justice and honor life and refuse those that 

protect and perpetuate injustice and destruction. To that end, 
I offer five essentially moral questions that I believe we should 
ask of every plan for adaptation to climate change:

1. Does the adaptation effort take urgency or 
resources away from the immediate, overriding 
moral necessity of stopping the fossil fuel-based 
destabilization of the climate? If so, it doesn’t pencil 
out on any utilitarian calculus. “An ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure” is especially true when what’s 
being prevented is irretrievable damage to the natural 
systems that support life. If your house is on fire, do you 
appoint a commission to figure out how you can live in 
the burnt-out shell of a house? You do not. You put out 
the fire, because there are living beings in that house, 
and none of them can live without the shelter the house 
provides. 

The danger is that “adaptation” can become a form of ac-
ceptance of the harms of global warming, making preven-
tive action irrelevant. Or it can be a smoke screen that hides 
or minimizes the real consequences of global warming and 
so delays action, which allows people to continue to live 
as they always have and the fossil fuel industry to contin-
ue to profit as they always do, while the world misses its 
last chance to stop runaway climate change. If adaptation 
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delays or derails action to stop fossil fuel pollution, it will 
not, by any accounting, create the greatest good for the 
greatest number. 

2. Does the adaptation plan impose unjustified costs 
on future generations? Dikes, floodwalls, floating 
convention centers – the infrastructure of adaptation 
will have enormous carbon costs. Unless we’re careful, 
adaptation will foist onto future generations, not only 
the costs of our profligate use of fossil fuels, but the 
additional costs of our hapless efforts to adapt to the 
global warming that results. This is not a paradox; this is 
an intergenerational injustice. Our overriding obligation 
is to stop making climate change worse, and then we can 
know that we did our best to leave the next generations 
a world from which they might salvage something 
nourishing and beautiful.

3. Does the adaptation effort privilege the wealthy 
and powerful, at unjustified cost to the poor 
and dispossessed? When Rex Tillerson says, “we 
will adapt,” is he referring to Somali children on failing 
farms? Northern people on melting ice? Or is he thinking 
of himself and the society he lives in? Some of the most 
ambitious plans for adaptation are designed to allow 
industries and cities to continue business-as-usual, on 
the probably illusory faith that they can shield themselves 
from the most serious consequences of their own excess. 
Worse, some adaptation projects are enriching the very 
corporations that are causing the climate emergency. 
The illusion of adaptation empowers the privileged to 
continue to take what they want from the world and send 
the bill to the poorest of the poor, present and future. 
It’s bad enough that climate change is damaging the 
material basis of the cultures of people in Africa, the 
Indian subcontinent, low-lying Asia, the Arctic. But what 
truly moral society responds to the suffering it has caused 
other cultures by investing billions of dollars to make sure 
the same thing doesn’t happen to theirs? 

4. Does the adaptation effort protect and honor 
species other than human? What shall we say when 
adaptation projects protect humans and human industry, 
but actively damage or fail to protect the abundance and 
variety of other lives? Plants and animals are challenged 
to adapt not only to climate change itself, but now to the 
bulwarks and dams and diversions humans are erecting 
to protect themselves. Some species will adapt, it’s true. 
But for all but (arguably) one species, adaptation is not 

about technology or business acumen. Species adapt 
when individuals live or die, and adaptation happens 
faster when more of them die. Adaptation is driven by 
starving nestlings and kits drowned in the den and the 
seared roots of seedlings. It is hard to morally justify 
adaptation plans that impose additional costs on the 
creatures of the planet, who did not bring this calamity on 
themselves. 

5. What does Earth ask of us? Many adaptation plans 
draw up blueprints to change the Earth and the built 
environment, so that humans do not have to change. 
These are the adaptations that harden present human 
patterns and ideas, encasing them in concrete at four 
hundred pounds of CO2 emissions for every cubic yard 
poured, reinforcing with rebar long-standing patterns 
of excess and exploitation and maybe even idiocy. These 
plans ask Earth to change but ask nothing of humanity.

lightening-edit2 by Coulter Sunderman

If, on the contrary, Earth asked humans to change so that the 
planet’s swirling patterns and unfurling lives could endure, 
what would it ask of us? The answers to this question will invite 
a much-needed new ethic of adaptation. 

Perhaps it’s a new humility, understanding that the human 
species, no matter how clever its engineers, is subject to the same 
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ecological constraints as the least of the lemmings. Perhaps a 
new self-restraint, a willingness to limit our numbers, limit our 
takings, understanding that the ‘resources’ and resiliency of 
the Earth are finite. A new creativity, an openness to radical-
ly re-imagine who we are on Earth and how we ought to live, 
understanding that the old arrogant answers have led to mis-
takes of cosmic consequence. A new invigoration of justice—or 
maybe it’s reverence and maybe it’s love—that honors the life-
force in all beings. And new-found moral courage, to refuse to 
be made into foot soldiers in aggressive wars against the Earth, 
but rather to live in ways that nourish a world that is whole and 
beautiful and sustaining. 

Kathleen Dean Moore is an environmental philosopher and writer 

whose recent work focuses on the moral urgency of climate action. 

Her co-edited book, Moral Ground: Ethical Action for a Planet in 

Peril, gathers testimony from the world’s moral leaders about our 

obligations to future generations. Other books celebrate cultural 
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Love as Ethical Insight
ARTHUR ZAJONC

This essay appeared in response to the Question: Mind and 
Morality: Where Do They Meet? Published on 6 August 2014.

T he mind is not the brain; love is not oxytocin. I take 
my starting point from these simple assertions of what 
should be obvious but is often lost in the modern dis-

cussion of mind and morals. 

The mind is the locus of lived experience, not a few pounds 
of meat. A brain surgeon does not operate on the mind, but 
on the brain. My affection for my family, friends, and col-
leagues may be accompanied by elevated oxytocin levels, but 
this is profoundly different from the reductive claim that love 
is neurochemistry. 

If we are asking after the relationship between mind and mo-
rality, it is imperative not to slip into genetics, brain structure, 
and neuroscience, as remarkable as these areas of science are. 
Rather, let us linger in our astounding sensory and mental 
worlds, so dense with impressions, thoughts and feelings. Here 
is where we live our lives, and therefore here is where moral-
ity also will be found. Good and bad, right and wrong actions 
are not mere neurological events; they are the Holocaust, 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech, and Mother 
Theresa’s bending down to care for a dying beggar. Speaking as a 

physicist, I can assure you that we will never find morality in the 
atomic, molecular, and electromagnetic activity of the human 
body. At this level the world is completely and profoundly indif-
ferent. Morality only arises with the dawning of consciousness. 

Of course, in addition to biology, the society in which we live 
shapes our moral sensibilities. We often unthinkingly adopt 
society’s mores and taboos as an ethical framework, but as 
anyone who has raised a teenager can attest, taboos are to be 
challenged and conventional mores rejected. Morality is not 
socially constructed only, nor located in our genes merely. In 
other words, we can have a mind of our own and a moral stance 
in opposition to that of our social group. It is what we mean by 
“becoming an adult.” 

Think about slavery, apartheid and segregation, and then 
about the act of defiance of Rosa Parks who refused to go to the 
back of the bus in Montgomery, Alabama, December 1, 1955. 
Or hear the words of Nelson Mandela at the trial that sent him 
to prison for 20 years: 

During my lifetime I have dedicated my life to this strug-
gle of the African people. I have fought against white 
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domination, and I have fought against black domination. I 
have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in 
which all persons live together in harmony and with equal 
opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and 
to achieve. But, if it needs be, it is an ideal for which I am 
prepared to die.1

The words and actions of these two remarkable individuals ex-
emplify the failure of simplistic reductionist views of mind and 
morality. They radically challenged the collective consensus in 
order to establish a better moral order in society.

Cherished views of freedom and democracy are worth dying 
for; indeed many have died for them. So let us put aside the 
biological, psychological and societal factors that influence 
our moral lives but are not adequate to account for it. They 
do indeed impact our thoughts, words, and actions, but if our 
words and deeds can be fully explained by such factors, then 
we are merely parroting the views and behavior of others. I 
do not consider such mindless speech and action to be moral 
or immoral in the true sense of the word. Such words and 
actions may be hurtful and even actionable in a court of law, 

but that biological, psychological, and social factors are com-
pelling indicates only the immaturity of the individual. He or 
she should know better; he or she should think, speak, and act 
independently. Yet if, as I suggest, we should set aside biology, 
psychology, and society, what then is the basis for morality? 
How do we make a moral judgment if it is not merely the sum 
of causal biological and social factors? 

Allow me to make what might at first appear to be a detour 
into the means and methods of scientific research. In this other 
arena we can ask the analogous question, how do we make a 
scientific discovery? How does science achieve its insights? 
Clearly brute empiricism alone is not enough, nor can one 
simply logically reason one’s way to an original insight. Science 
is not a mere collection or assemblage of facts; nor is it an 
exercise in logic. The recording of curiosities and interesting 
natural phenomena may be a preliminary stage of scientific in-
vestigation, but the inadequacy of such an approach becomes 
quickly apparent.

Likewise, logical thinking alone can only elaborate what 
it already knows; it is at root tautologous. To make a real 

“Nelson Mandela Statue - South African Embassy 34018” by Ted Eytan.
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scientific discovery requires more than logic or data collection; 
it requires imagination. As Einstein remarked, “Imagination is 
more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited to 
all we now know and understand, while imagination embraces 
the entire world and all there ever will be to know and under-
stand.” Imagination reaches beyond what we already know to 
the new. Every true innovation and original insight will make 
use of data and logic but simultaneously transcend them. In 
like manner, every moral insight or judgment will make use of 
past experience and moral reasoning, but also transcend them. 

We are empathic beings. As such we are profoundly connected 
to other human beings, as well as to all of nature. We can feel 
the joy and suffering of others, and as innately moral beings, 
we seek to mitigate suffering and promote the flourishing of 
others, even at a cost to ourselves. True morality carries the 
marks of insight and imagination. Every true moral act is 
made in freedom. Yes, we are informed by experience and the 
values of our society, but ultimately through self-knowledge, 
we have the potential to become free of their determinative 
force and choose the good (or evil) freely. In my view this is the 
moment in which love takes on the character of knowing. Love 
allows us gently, respectfully, and intimately to slip into the 
life of another person or animal or even the Earth itself and to 
know it from the inside. In this way, love can become a way of 
moral knowing that is as reliable as scientific insight. Then our 
highest challenge and aspiration is to learn to love with such 
selflessness and purity that love becomes a way to true moral 
insight, one that transcends social construction and biological 
imperatives. 

Arthur Zajonc is the former President of the Mind & Life Institute. 
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Out of the Head, Into the 
Heart: The Way of the 
Human Being
ILARION MERCULIEFF

This essay appeared in response to the Question: What Kind 
of Ancestor Do You Want to Be? Published on 16 June 2017.

S ince the age of six, I’ve known how to get “out of my 
head.” As one of the last Unangan (Aleut) to experi-
ence a true traditional upbringing, I was allowed to 

walk the six miles from the village out to the bird cliffs, even 
as a very young child. There, I could be in the midst of the tens 
of thousands of migratory seabirds that came to the island to 
breed: thick-billed and common murres, red and black-legged 
kittiwakes, tufted and horned puffins, least auklets, crested 
auklets, pelagic cormorants, red-faced cormorants, fulmars, 
and seagulls. 

I noticed how thousands of birds darted diagonally, up and 
down, left to right and right to left, flying at different speeds 
and in different directions simultaneously without ever even 
clipping another’s wing. In my six-year-old mind, I decided 
that the only difference between those birds and myself was 
that they drew upon a vast field of awareness rather than an in-
tellectual thought process (although I did not use such words at 
the time). I wanted to be like a bird, so, after months of effort, 
I developed the capacity to maintain this state of “awareness 
without thinking” for several hours at a time. That was when 
the magic happened: I could sense many things I’d never expe-
rienced before, and my world expanded enormously.

From then on, I understood how Unangan people received 
their spiritual instructions for living, principles that had 
helped them sustain their communities for thousands of years: 
reciprocity with all living things, humility, respect for all life, 
honoring Elder wisdom, giving without expectation of a return 
to self, thinking of others first, and many more. 

Such spiritual principles for living did not come from logic or 
thought but from a much deeper source of wisdom, which our 
Unangan culture referred to as the “heart.” When Unangan 
Elders speak of the “heart,” they do not mean mere feelings, 
even positive and compassionate ones. “Heart” refers to a 
deeper portal of profound interconnectedness and awareness 
that exists between humans and all living things. Centering 
oneself there results in humble, wise, connected ways of being 
and acting in the world. Indigenous peoples have cultivated 
access to this source as part of a deep experience and aware-
ness of the profound interdependency between the natural and 
human worlds. To access it, you must drop out of the relentless 
thinking that typically occupies the Western mind. 

When accessed, this portal provides the inner wisdom that 
keeps us in right relationship with all of life, thus ensuring our 
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long-term survival and wellbeing, individually and collectively. 
Our fallible thought processes regularly deceive us. Yet, when 
guidance or information comes from the heart, it can be relied 
upon and has impeccable integrity.

Today, and for too long, humans have been trying to deal with 
daunting issues with the mind alone. The heart allows us to 
focus on making our dreams of peace and harmony a reality; 
the mind keeps us focused on the problems. Indigenous Elders 
ask the question: “What are you choosing to focus on? Are 
you choosing to focus on that which you are trying to move 
away from or that which you are trying to move towards?” 
Because, they say, what we choose to focus on becomes our 
primary reality. If we choose to become emotionally attached 
to that which we are trying to move away from—for example, if 
we become attached on an emotional and intellectual level to 
“winning the fight” against pollution and climate change—we 
may unintentionally perpetuate the violence we are committed 
to transforming. 

From the perspective of the Elders, violence involves any 
actions, thoughts, feelings, or words that consciously or uncon-
sciously set one person against another, regardless of how well 
intentioned we are. There may be short-term gains, but no real 
long-term solutions. The alternative to violence requires that 
we take the same bold actions to protect that which we depend 
upon and love from a place of positive vision, intention, and 
compassion. The Indigenous Elders say that nothing is created 
outside of ourselves until it is first created within ourselves. 

The Indigenous Elders also say we have reversed the laws for 
living. In the past, we used to contemplate the mysteries of 
death; now we contemplate the mysteries of life, probing ever 
more deeply into life’s mysteries with our technologies and 
research. The Elders know that even more important than a 
scientific understanding of how the world works is a spiritu-
al understanding of human limits and our proper place within 
the web of creation. They say we need to contemplate the mys-
teries of death in order to fully live in the Now with humility 
and respect for all living things. They say that we once honored 
feminine energies and capacities in the world (exhibited by 
both men and women and by Mother Earth herself); now we 
almost exclusively honor the masculine. We used to respect the 
Elders; now we excessively venerate youth. We traditionally 
prioritized process; yet, today we fixate on goals and outcomes. 
(From an Indigenous perspective, proper process always pro-
duces results that exceed individual expectations.) In the past, 
we focused on wisdom and knowledge and never separated the 
two; now we focus on knowledge alone. The Elders know that 

knowledge without the wisdom to apply it correctly is useless, 
if not dangerous. We used to experience the depth and richness 
of silence in our lives; now there is noise everywhere. And the 
most dire reversal is that now the mind tells the heart what to 
do instead of the mind following the heart.

Still, when you access this heart center, you must have great 
courage to follow what it is telling you. Sometimes that feels 
like jumping from a cliff. But when you do, you will never 
regret it. Once you have accessed the heart, you enter into the 
vast field of awareness in the company of birds and connect in 
a deep and profound way with all living things.

Ilarion Larry Merculieff has more than 40 years’ experience  

serving his people, the Aleuts of the Pribilof Islands and other 

indigenous peoples locally, nationally, and internationally in a 

number of leadership capacities. Larry is currently an independent 

consultant/president of the Global Center for Indigenous 

Leadership and Lifeways (GCILL) and serves as a Senior Advisor  

to the World Wilderness Congress and advisor to the Native Lands 

Wilderness Council.



MINDING NATURE 14.3

RESTORING INDIGENOUS SYSTEMS OF RELATIONALITY   45

Restoring Indigenous 
Systems of Relationality
MEREDITH L. MCCOY, EMMA ELLIOTT-GROVES,  
LEILANI SABZALIAN, MEGAN BANG

This essay appeared in response to the Question: How can 
we live respectfully with the land and with one another? 
Published on 7 October 2020.

F or Indigenous peoples, our pasts, presents, and futures 
involve living and being in reciprocal, consensual, and 
sustainable relations with the natural world, which in-

cludes human relationships to each other as well as with lands, 
waters, landscapes, atmospheres, and plant and animal nations 
(for brevity, we will collectively describe this network, imper-
fectly, with the English word “lands”). In this testimony, we 
imagine a world that fosters stronger human relationships with 
each other and with the land—the world that we need. To do 
so, we must first address the challenging contemporary global 
and national contexts we find ourselves in and understand the 
paradigms that have led us here.

As we write, the world is in a state of flux. Human lives across 
the world are threatened by the novel coronavirus, a global 
pandemic that has made visible deep structural inequalities, 
resulting in disproportionate infection and death rates among 
Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities. At the same time, 
uprisings unfolding across the world demand the end of state 
violence–for example, in the United States, the end of police 
violence against Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities. 
Meanwhile, experts around the world are sounding the alarm 
about climate change, warning us about its dire impact on 
human lives and land, if we don’t act accordingly.

Each of these pandemics–COVID-19, white supremacy, colo-
nialism, capitalism, and climate change–disproportionately 
threaten Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities. Climate 
change, for example, disparately impacts Indigenous peoples, 
threatening Indigenous access to knowledge, food and medicine 
systems as well as water, ceremonial, and sacred spaces. This 
disproportionate impact threatens the health of the planet, as 
85 percent of the world’s biodiversity survives in Indigenous-
controlled territories where human relationships with the land 
are characterized by effective and sustainable land manage-
ment practices. Capitalism and colonialism threaten this bio-
diversity and fuel the climate crisis by structuring extractive, 
consumerist relationships with the land. 

The devastating effects of these interrelated pandemics for 
human and more than human relatives around the globe are 
demonstrating the urgent need for relational, reciprocal, and 
respectful ways of living together. In response to the ques-
tion of how to shift our relational practices, we argue first and 
foremost that respectful relations with the land and with each 
other are contingent upon the cessation of colonial harms 
against Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities, includ-
ing ongoing threats to the lands that sustain us. We therefore 
call for returning the care and governance of our original ter-
ritories as a primary step in remaking sustainable, just, and 



46   MEREDITH L. MCCOY, EMMA ELLIOTT-GROVES,  LEILANI SABZALIAN, MEGAN BANG

thriving futures for all. We advocate, too, for the revitalization 
of Indigenous educational practices that prioritize preparing 
young people to tend to the land, community, and one another. 
Lastly, we argue for a recognition of the value of Indigenous 
leadership and governance as relevant not only to Indigenous 
nations but to all people and, in fact, vital to the survival of the 
planet itself. 

Given our expertise as Indigenous educators, as well as the fact 
that colonialist and capitalist ways of relating to the land and 
each other are learned, the majority of our testimony focuses 
on the value of Indigenous educational models and ways of re-
lating with each other and the land. Dominant extractive re-
lations with land are learned everyday by children in schools 
and continually reproduce the problematic relations between 
humans and land. Any discussion of education must be viewed 
within the context of the ongoing colonial violence Indigenous 
peoples experience, and in concert with broader efforts to 
return–or, more precisely, rematriate–Indigenous lands and 
restore Indigenous systems of governance, both of which we 
believe can benefit all people. 

REFUSE FURTHER EXTRACTION AND HARM

To restore right relations with the land and with one another, 
we must first resist and disrupt settler colonial forms of harm. 
The violence perpetuated by settler colonialism, in addition to 
tangible interpersonal harms, often manifest in “well-mean-
ing” gestures towards the “greater good” at the expense of 
Indigenous well-being and futures. We must all take responsi-
bility and engage in active steps on both individual and struc-
tural levels towards ending harm, as continued harm against 
Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities negates prog-
ress forward in other areas. Claims to larger issues or needs 
(e.g., documenting biodiversity in Indigenous territories) are 
cloaked forms of violence and reflect superficial understand-
ings of the dynamics that have brought us to where we are. 
Learning to live without causing harm is central to our collec-
tive endeavors.

RESTORE INDIGENOUS GOVERNANCE OF OUR 
ORIGINAL TERRITORIES

It is no mistake that 85 percent of the world’s biodiversity is 
located within Indigenous-controlled territories. Indigenous 
peoples’ relationship to land is characterized by a deep sense 
of respect, responsibility, and reciprocity for land and life, 
fundamental values that have sustained the health of lands 
and Indigenous livelihoods since time immemorial. Restoring 
Indigenous governance of our original territories, including the 

ability to caretake our lands with knowledge systems and prac-
tices developed over millennia, not only advances decoloniza-
tion, but might also support broader efforts to sustain all lands 
and lifeways today. For example, Indigenous peoples have long 
recognized the value of fire in eliminating invasive species and 
nourishing plant life. In some communities’ restorative burning 
practices, dry grasses feed slow-burning cool fires, which in turn 
create rich environments for the growth of new grasses. These 
practices regenerate, heal, and nourish the land, leading to new 
growth. As this brief example illustrates, Indigenous land prac-
tices can help sustain the biodiversity that strengthens the health 
and wellness of the planet. To that end, we advocate wherev-
er possible, for the transfer of Indigenous lands to Indigenous 
hands, and for the ability of Indigenous peoples to co-manage 
their territories with those who currently occupy them. 

REVITALIZE INDIGENOUS MODELS OF EDUCATION

As educators, aunties, mothers, and grandmothers, we believe 
that to be in right relationship we must think about the ed-
ucation we offer our children, recognizing that the genera-
tions coming behind us will shape our relationships with each 
other and to the land for years to come. Indigenous societies 
have long practiced forms of education in which land-based, 
play-based, intergenerational, and applied learning strategies 
have helped the next generation learn what it means to live 
in ethical and sustainable relationship with all living beings. 
These long-standing systems of education that have helped our 
children learn the full spectrum of what it means to be human, 
to live ethically, and to take care of one another have been in-
terrupted by colonial models of education.

Colonial schooling has served as a weapon to erode Indigenous 
territories and disrupt the transmission of knowledge from one 
generation to the next. In a history marked by forced remov-
als from traditional homelands, coerced attendance at federal 
schools, and persistent racism in public institutions, formal 
western schooling attempted to incorporate Native students 
into capitalist networks of consumption that prioritize private 
property and competition. Colonial schools became models for 
public education today, schools which center narratives that 
enable, and even promote, othering, oppression, and exploita-
tion. The majority of public education today emphasizes inde-
pendence and competition over collective obligations; ratio-
nality and progress over care and compassion; and separation 
from nature over networks of embedded relations. Together, 
these approaches teach children to view the land as a secular 
and inanimate set of resources, designed for human-entitled 
use and economic gain. 
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These models of colonial schooling have interrupted (but 
not destroyed) Indigenous practices of land stewardship, 
knowledge transmission, and kinship. Our history, even as it 
has been marked by violence and disruption, has also been 
marked by our resistance, ingenuity, and dedication to creat-
ing Indigenous futures in which the responsibilities we have to 
one another and to the land form the foundation for students’ 
learning and being. Our embedded ways of learning togeth-
er with each other and with the land continue to nourish and 
sustain us, and, we believe, offer a more generative model of 
education for all children. 

What if, instead of the models of colonial schooling that ex-
tracted childhoods from land and family, children learned 
about their place in the world through systems of relational-
ity? What if they had the opportunity to learn in intergener-
ational environments that cultivated caring forms of learning 
in relation to place, or that attended to the sacredness of all 
life and the spiritual dimensions of knowing? What if educa-
tors centered Indigenous teaching and learning practices, such 
as storytelling and story-listening? This approach would help 
students understand their responsibilities to all their relatives, 
human and greater-than-human. It would inspire children to 
work toward inclusive conceptions of justice that account for 
the well-being of land and all it sustains. It would help chil-
dren acquire skills in restoring relationships and healing harm, 
skills that we believe are as important in our relationships with 
one another as in our relationships with the land. Such a model 
would foster land-based solidarities and land-centered liter-
acies that situate children within a vast network of relations 
whose well-being is intimately bound up with their own. 

RECOGNIZE THE VALUE OF INDIGENOUS LEADERSHIP 
FOR ALL PEOPLES AND LANDS

Just as Indigenous educational models can serve as a basis 
for fostering healthier relational practices for all children with 
each other and the land, so too can Indigenous values serve as 
a basis for a healthier society. Indigenous knowledge systems 
and systems of governance are not only relevant to Indigenous 
peoples, but have relevance and implications for all peoples 
living on Indigenous lands, as well as for the survival of the 
planet. For example, Indigenous educators and tribal leaders 
are currently working to address food insecurity in response 
to the current, unsustainable models of food production and 
transportation. Investing in local foodways and regenerating 
ecosystems offer ways to shift the social crises brought on by 
climate change and to restructure our damaging reliance on 
fossil fuels. In addition, Indigenous diplomatic traditions that 

emphasize the values of autonomy and interdependence offer 
important models for fostering more mutually respectful rela-
tionships between all peoples. And Indigenous legal traditions 
that foreground peacemaking and restorative justice offer 
meaningful alternatives to punitive notions of justice that are 
the basis of mass incarceration. These brief examples high-
light the value of Indigenous leadership, not just in supporting 
Indigenous peoples, but in helping transform society from one 
based on extraction, competition, and waste to one based on 
mutual respect, support, and sustainability. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Like generations of Indigenous educators who have preceded 
and will follow us, we believe the answer to the question of how 
we may come to live in right relations with one another and 
with the land requires answers deeply connected with educa-
tion and land stewardship, as the lessons we model and teach 
to the next generations will shape the world beyond our life-
times. Living in better relationship with the land and with one 
another benefits all living beings. To that end, we reiterate our 
call that as a society we must refuse to engage in practices that 
further harm Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities and 
homelands. We must restore Indigenous lands and support 
Indigenous land caretaking practices; revitalize Indigenous 
models of education, including language reclamation and com-
munity-based models of education that emphasize ecological 
regeneration; and we must recognize and raise up Indigenous 
leadership systems for everyone. The vision we have described 
here is a vision that ultimately focuses on life, that values and 
prioritizes the dignity and respect of all living beings. It teaches 
our children how to co-exist in respectful, reciprocal relation-
ships with diverse communities, including lands, waters, at-
mospheres, plants, and animals, and it believes in and works 
towards a more honest, just, loving, and sustainable future for 
all of us. 
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Before There Was Light
CHRISTI BELCOURT

This essay appeared in response to the Question: What 
stories does the land hold? First published on 20 June 2021.

B efore there was light, when black was the only sacred 
colour, there was sound. A slow, steady beat of a soft 
rattle. Sh sh sh sh sh sh. Out of black was born this 

universe, and out of this universe was born our Mother, and 
out of our Mother was born all the grandmothers to be; each 
grandmother as the head of their family, watching out for their 
babies. Grandmother spider, grandmother tick, grandmother 
mouse, grandmother oak. And so on, and so on. 

All work is tied together by invisible threads. What whispers of 
wisdom does grandmother spider impart to her grandbabies 
while they are carried on their mother’s back? Oh, there are 
many secrets here. The soil holds many stories, which won’t 
ever be spoken of in a human tongue to anyone.

All the prayers of all the mothers since the beginning of 
time while they carried babies within them exist now in 
the beds of rivers. And when the sturgeon and salmon 
come to spawn, they find the clean places where those 
prayers lie, and they lay their eggs into them. Each 
prayer, a story of hope, carried into the next generation.

What is the language of the land? Does the land speak or does it 
merely hear? How can we know what stories the land can share 
unless we speak the language? How can we know what stories 
the land holds unless we know how to listen?

◆ ◆ ◆

Listening, speaking, and understanding are all keys to any good 
relationship, whether that be with another person, or with 
spirits, or with plants, or with the land or waters. Relationships 
are built with time and trust. You can’t rush them. And they 

aren’t one-sided. Cultivating a relationship with the land means 
you get to know it and that the land gets to know you. Your feet 
know where to land when you know the land you walk. 

Without a relationship with the land and the waters, and, im-
portantly, to the spirits that live in those places, we cannot 
know the stories that are held there. 

My own relationship with land didn’t really begin until my 
partner and I moved out of the city of Ottawa to raise our daugh-
ter on the land as best we could. We moved to the North Shore of 
Lake Huron in Anishinaabeg territory, to live with my partner’s 
parents on their land, within their traditional territory. 

While we were settling in, I would go out into the bush, climb-
ing the rocks that are part of the LaCloche Mountain range, 
most of the time by myself. In the beginning, I thought it was to 
“study” the plants that would become the subject of my paint-
ings. But as I sat on the ground, taking in the way the golden 
light was reflecting on all the spider webs that clung from plant 
to plant, I looked down at the plant relations that I had come to 
know, and I saw all these insects on them, all different kinds, 
all moving and working to keep the whole world alive. I closed 
my eyes, and I could hear a symphony of bees and other flying 
insects in a low, steady hum, which was in perfect harmony 
with the sound of the breeze on the leaves and the crows in the 
distance. And I remembered years ago, Elder Wilfred Peltier, 
my friend and mentor, telling us young people stories about 
where he came from and his experiences, and he would always 
emphasize this point to us that “all is really only one.”

In this moment with the insects, I saw the interconnectedness 
of all living things he was talking about. I remembered him and 
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other Elders saying, “the plants can speak.” When I was in my 
late teens I heard their words, and I laughed and doubted them. 
But here, in the field teaming with life that I found myself in, I un-
derstood. So I pulled out a little pinch of tobacco from the pouch 
I always carried with me, and I offered it to the plant nearest to 
me. I told the plant that I was new to all of this, and I had heard 
they could speak. I told the plant I wasn’t going to pick it, but that 
I just wanted to hear it and perhaps understand what it’s med-
icine could be good for in helping a human being. At first, I felt 
really weird doing this, like maybe I was going crazy. But I knew 
that I trusted those Elders’ words. And it was such a common-
ly held belief amongst different Indigenous nations, I thought 
there must be something to it that I didn’t understand —yet.

I reached out, I held one of the branches and some leaves, and I 
sat with my head down and quieted my mind. I tried to turn off 
all my own thoughts, my own internal dialogue that never seems 
to shut up. I just held my mind blank, batting away the thoughts 
that kept invading the empty space I was trying to create. And 
finally, after a while, I held the space just long enough that I 
heard a thought. I can’t say I heard a “voice,” because it really 
wasn’t a voice at all. It was a thought. Or I should say, a bom-
bardment of thoughts that were not my own. It was informa-
tion that came in quick succession about how the plant could 
be used and other things which I’m not comfortable writing 
down—as some things are simply too sacred to write down. All 
the information that came to me from the plants was later ver-
ified, either through my own research or by asking Elders that 
knew the plants. Some of the information that came I didn’t 
have any verification for until many years later. Teachings take 
time to unfold, sometimes a lifetime. I haven’t told anyone of 
the specific things the plants told me that day, but I have found 
everything they have said to be true. And I know that plants can 
speak because the things they said were so impossible for me 
to know; I know without a doubt that I wasn’t making it up or 
couldn’t have known these things on my own. 

And so it went for years while I lived on that mountain and we 
raised our daughter there. I spent much of my time in the area 
around our house, on those rock mountains, getting to know 
the plants there, and trying my best to listen. It got to the point 
where I would think about them in the winter, under the deep 
snow, and want to go see them in the spring to make sure they 
made it through the colder months. Sometimes I would have 
a dream or wake up and would hear them. They wanted me to 
come and visit. 

It’s not just the plants that speak. Elders will tell you it’s also 
the rocks. The rivers. The mountains. The trees. The animals. 

The fire. The clouds and so on. I can’t hear all of these, but I 
believe that is only because I haven’t taken the time to culti-
vate a relationship with them. But others can. And importantly, 
anyone can. It’s not a secret. Or a gift. It’s life. It’s simple and 
pure. It’s untainted. Undamaged. Whole and wholesome, like 
walking on a path in the bush and breathing in the smell of 
earth and pine needles that have fallen on the ground. “Listen 
with your heart,” Elders will say.

There is no corruption in the bush.

◆ ◆ ◆

We moved to the mountain in the year 2000 on the North 
Shore and on Manitoulin Island, in what is now known as 
Ontario. For those who are unfamiliar with the area, there are 
many Anishinaabe First Nations here. But all this territory is 
Anishinaabeg land. It was stolen through a series of thefts that 
followed in succession, one after the other, first by the British, 
then later, Canada. 

Indigenous place names are still in use here. Although some 
have been lost to time, the Anishinaabe language remains 
strong and the names are still spoken by the people. 

Original names given to places by Indigenous people were 
sometimes given because of a significant event that happened 
there—events never recorded in any Canadian history book, 
and so remain unknown to Canadians on the whole, but are 
still known and spoken about by the people who call that land 
home. Or sometimes the original place names tell of the par-
ticular way the water moves, or the types of plants that grow 
there. Or they tell a story of a sacred or mysterious event that 
occurred. Or it’s named for the spirit who dwells there. Or, 
sometimes, the meaning is lost to this generation. But what 
original place names always do is tell the story of the very deep 
and long connection the people have to the lands and waters.

On the lakes, shorelines are filled with stories of summering 
places, of interactions with water spirits, of burial sites and 
fasting places, and more. The stories are rich with not only the 
history of place, but also they reveal an unbroken thread of 
land use. They reveal the unbroken relationship people have to 
their lands and waters. 

I was raised in Ontario, but my ancestry is from the Métis 
community of Manitou Sakahikan (Lac Ste Anne) in what 
later became Alberta. The community of Cree-speaking Metis 
were mostly Catholic. Things are changing now. Fortunately, 
the Catholic Church no longer has the hold it once had on the 
people of Manitou Sakahikan. 
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Lac Ste Anne is the site of a yearly pilgrimage where each July, 
thousands of Catholics, mostly First Nations and Métis people, 
come from all over the Prairies and Northwest Territories. The 
lake is renowned for its healing waters. I’ve never been to pil-
grimage, but I’ve heard the stories of reunions with family and 
friends, fiddle music, partying, laughter, and all the things you 
know happen when thousands of Indigenous people get together. 
I’m not Catholic, or Christian, but I want to go someday because 
it just sounds like a lot of fun. Maybe I’ll even snag. Jokes.

Manitou Sakahikan in Cree means “spirit lake.” Like so many 
Indigenous place names for water, it contains the word Manitou 
(Spirit) as part of its name. There are a few small but important 
written accounts of a Serpent living in the lake, and this could 
be the reason behind the lake’s original name. 

The word “spirit” was often misunderstood by Catholic church 
representatives, as was Indigenous spirituality and the spiritu-
al significance of land and water to Indigenous People. Today, 
many places in Canada carry the names of “devil” and “hell” 
as marks of the continuation of colonization, and these names 
reveal the way in which colonizers saw sacred lands. I don’t 
know what the circumstances were around the renaming of 
Manitou Sakahikan in 1844 to Lac Ste. Anne, but the story goes 
that upon his arrival to the area, a priest by the name of Fr. 
Thibault “blessed” the lake and renamed it to Lac Ste. Anne. 
I hope one day people stop using the name Lac Ste. Anne and 
return to using its original place name.

Many stories that are told by Elders talk about spirits that are 
in the waters. There are depictions of them painted on rocks all 
across this continent and beyond that are thousands of years 
old. Painted, some say, by little people, or painted by people 
who had fasted, or painted by spirits themselves. We will 
never know. 

When you go out with Elders onto the land or water, they will 
often say something like, “this is the place where the little people 
live, so we will leave something here for them.” And they might 
add that we aren’t to speak too loudly in those places. We leave 
a little offering of food or something shiny they would like, or 
maybe a little useful tool or piece of metal. We don’t linger. We 
respect that this is their home and not ours and we keep moving. 

The concept that human beings don’t have a right to be in 
certain places is something Canada hasn’t yet learned.

The stories of land are stories of relationships with the land 
and the spirits that live there; relationships built over time, 
over centuries, over millennia. 

Maria Campbell, my Elder, Auntie, and teacher, has often told 
me that the land also tells us how to speak about it. She says, 
“all Indigenous languages are shaped by the lands and waters 
we live on.” So the story of land is also the story of language.

◆ ◆ ◆

The love we have for the land is generations deep. And with 
that love also comes worry because of climate change and 
because of the violence we see being inflicted on Mother Earth.

My Elders and teachers have always told me to keep offering my 
tobacco and to keep making those offerings to the waters and 
the land; to trust in what the Grandmother of us all is setting 
into motion; to remember the earth is powerful; to never forget 
to sing our songs and to make our prayers; to keep giving and 
keep making those petitions to the spirit world for help. There 
are a great many things we will never understand in this Great 
Mystery. But what we can do is bring children to the land to 
let them form their own relationships with the spirits that are 
within everything. We can retell the stories we do know about 
the places we come from, even if it feels like we don’t know very 
much. We can encourage them to know that this world is filled 
with magic and mystery. And perhaps, in the end, that is the 
greatest gift we can give back to this world.

All the prayers of all the mothers since the beginning  
of time while they carried babies within them exist now 
deep within the rich soil. And when the rains come, 
drenching the earth, the trees drink them up and breathe 
them back out to the world for us.

Do not carry fear in your hearts for the world to come. 
For fear is the killer of new ideas and fresh thoughts. 
Rest easy my relatives, and remember, all the prayers  
of all the mothers, since the beginning of time, while  
they carried babies within their wombs, exist now  
embedded deep within the soil. And when the rains  
come, drenching the earth, the trees drink them up  
and breath them back out into the world, 
for us.
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The Re-emergence of Story 
and Belonging
CHRISTINE LUCKASAVITCH

W e are all familiar with narratives that have been 
crafted for this place by those from other lands. 
These narrative histories often begin with the idea 

that history started once Europeans arrived here. This narra-
tive gives life to the notion that our collective, shared history on 
Turtle Island (now known as North America) began at an exact 
moment. This is untrue. As Indigenous people, we have always 
been here. We have always known what stories the land holds.

When we tell these stories, they begin with the knowledge that 
we have been here since time immemorial. We are of the Earth. 
We are formed with and by the land, waters, plants, animals. 
Our understandings of this place are deeply rooted in our 
Ancestral knowledge. Though our relationship has been inter-
rupted, we have always been here.

For a time during our shared Indigenous/settler colonial 
history, it was illegal for Indigenous peoples to tell our stories—
this was an effort to prevent us from sharing our knowledge 
with each other. Then publishing our stories was made illegal, 
making it near impossible to share our knowledge with the 
whole world. And now, at this point in our shared history, our 
stories are finally re-emerging. We tell our stories because we 
know that we have the responsibility to share our truths rather 
than perpetuate harmful colonial narratives.

I believe that stories continue to live in the places where they 
take place.1 As Richard Wagamese once said,

All that we are is story. From the moment we are born to 
the time we continue on our spirit journey, we are involved 
in the creation of the story of our time here. It is what we 
arrive with. It is all we leave behind. We are not the things 
we accumulate. We are not the things we deem important. 
We are story. All of us. What comes to matter then is the 
creation of the best possible story we can while we’re here; 

Fireweed blooming in August. By Alyssa Brady.

you, me, us, together. When we can do that and we take the 
time to share those stories with each other, we get bigger 
inside, we see each other, we recognize our kinship—we 
change the world, one story at a time.2
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About five years ago, I left a good job and a bad relationship. 
They both made me miserable. I moved back home and lived 
the spring, summer, and fall at my family’s cottage. It’s a 
simple log cabin structure with no plumbing, old windows, and 
a tin roof in a small town created by the lumber industry. The 
cabin itself was built by hand, piece by piece, by Grandpa Dave 
(my great-great-grandfather). As my father has told me many 
times, each piece of wood holds a story.

Grandpa Dave was dirt poor, but this place was the home that 
he created with salvaged lumber from when he worked moving 
booms of logs down this chain of lakes to the sawmill. The rem-
nants of his old boat are still nestled along the shore next to the 
old mill ruins. He had a large garden that took up most of the 
lawn. Years later, my grandparents renovated and added beau-
tiful pieces of leftover lumber, old windows, and tin for the roof 
from the same lumber mills where my grandfather worked. On 
the top floor, the small, A-shaped roof is supported by hand-
carved cedar beams and old, rough hemlock, the splinters long 
gone due to years of habitation; I used to run my hands along 
the bumps of the beams when lying in bed at night. The top 
floor shakes a bit when you step too hard, but the cedar’s flexi-
bility has supported my family for five generations.

The back room is my favorite and was once the kitchen where 
older generations would sit and visit. The flooring is made of 
an old, beautiful, and thick linoleum rug, brightly colored and 
cracked in some places but repaired with shoe tacks. Here, the 
walls are made out of different types of wood, all with a story 
and mostly salvaged. The ceilings are covered with wide pine 
boards, and all but one of four walls are covered in old barn 
board salvaged from the lumber planer in Massanoga, Ontario. 
The fourth wall was once the outside of the original cabin, made 
of hand-hewed logs that my great-great-grandfather put in place 
over 130 years ago; sometime in the 1960s, my grandfather 
painted that wall maroon and white. Last summer, in giving the 
space some love and a much-needed update, I painted the wall 
white. My grandfather’s old clock still sits there, in a little cubby 
overlooking the whole room. I spent most of that summer in this 
room, surrounded by books and plants, my comfy reading chair 
in the corner, looking out over what was once my grandmother’s 
garden and listening to Digging Roots on repeat.3

I knew that it was special that I could live in an old family 
home. This is my grandmother’s grandfather’s home, where my 
family lived after they were forcibly removed from their homes 
following the creation of Algonquin Park in 1893. This is the 
house where my grandmother’s mother was raised—aside from 
the time when Grandpa Dave was forced to give his children up 

after his wife abruptly left him for another man. After a rela-
tively short time, each child came back home; one even hopped 
a train to escape an orphanage and made his way back. Within 
a few years, Grandpa Dave painstakingly saved every possible 
penny until he could pay to have each child brought back home.

Though I never met him, I’ve been told many times that 
Grandpa Dave was a wonderful man. I’ve heard many 
stories, but my favorite is that during the winters of the Great 
Depression, Grandpa Dave would head out to the frozen lake 
to where he could hear wolves howling. Wolves howling is a 
clue that they’ve brought down either a deer or a moose and 
are able to feed their whole pack. Once Grandpa Dave got close 
to the kill, he would shoot his old .30-30 Winchester rifle in the 
air (never at the animals), walk up to the carcass, cut off a hind 
leg or another small piece of the animal, then walk away. He’d 
bring the meat home and share it with folks in the community 
who needed it. My dad told me that Grandpa Dave fed himself 
with the wolves on a frozen lake many times.

This little cabin is Grandpa Dave’s home where he raised his 
children, where my grandmother raised her children, and 
where I was raised. This is a place that holds so many of my 
family’s stories, both good and devastating.

Another story that I love is one that I’ve heard a few times from 
different family members. My family has always hosted parties 
in this cabin, full of music, drinks, and friendship. They all 
swear that Johnny Cash once ended up there for a party. There 
was a guy who just showed up one night, and as the story goes, 
he said he was Johnny Cash, he looked like Johnny Cash, and 
he sounded like Johnny Cash. But they never asked him to be 
sure. They just enjoyed the music.

And so, being able to live in this little cabin that my family has 
cared for over the last 130 years, I was conscious that it was a 
special time in my life. My heart was broken, but I was deter-
mined to move forward. I moved there to heal myself. I started to 
write out my ideas for a book. I began sifting through my knowl-
edge of Algonquin presence in this place and in our Nation, and I 
began to learn about the complexities of our history, specifically 
following the arrival of settler colonists. After almost ten years of 
being away at university and establishing my career, in return-
ing to this place, I settled into being at home.

But perhaps the most important thing I did that summer 
was to spend time with plants. I revived the flower garden 
planted by Grandpa Dave and my grandmother years ago. I 
pulled weeds, all by hand, and mixed in new, healthy soil, then 
added the same types of plants that my grandmother had in 
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her garden when I was a girl: Pansy, Brown-Eyed Susan (my 
grandmother’s favorite), and Bee Balm. I filled in the spaces 
where some plants couldn’t compete with the pushy grass. I 
set aside parts of the lawn where I would stop cutting the grass 
with the intention of letting Mountain Ash babies grow after 
observing how robins managed to eat every single orange berry 
off the large Ash tree over the course of an afternoon.

I walked down the cottage road every day and watched the 
plants change along with the seasons: first appearing in early 
spring, progressing to flower and then to berry, followed by a 
state of sleep for the winter once the air turned cold. I carried 
my Peterson Field Guide to Medicinal Plants with me so that I 
could learn the plants’ names, spending time with them every 
day, learning the way they look, their possible uses. I became 
friends with those plants over that time. Bunchberry, with 
its perfectly balanced white flowers followed by its bright red 
cluster of berries, became a new favorite. In the middle of 
July, I fell in love with Fireweed—its vibrant and elegant pink 
flowers bringing an outstanding beauty against a backdrop of 
vivid green. Fireweed is by far my favorite wildflower.

Since that summer I spent living in Grandpa Dave’s home, I’ve 
continued to spend time with plants. It brings joy to my life to 
watch them as they pass through their seasonal cycles, and I 
learn as I observe. Only this year did I realize that Fireweed 
and Brown-Eyed Susan bloom at the same time. Listening and 
watching the natural world allows us the opportunity to learn 
how to be in relation to the Earth.

How can we be in good relationship with each other? How can 
we be in good relation to land? To animals? Trees? Plants? Soil? 
Air? Water? We can listen to the stories that the land holds.

When we listen, we enter into a relationship—an agreement that 
we bind ourselves to. In this relationship, we learn how to live 
in reciprocal respect with all that surrounds us, both the seen 
and the unseen. We must live in a state of active relationship, 
not only taking but also giving back. This giving back may take 
literal form or manifest itself in observing, learning, and gently 
interacting. If we listen, those stories are always available to us. 
All those around us—the plants, animals, trees, water, air—are 
our patient and willing teachers. We must remain open to this 
knowledge that is so willingly shared with us so long as we listen.

Anishinaabeg stories tell of a time when all other-than-hu-
man beings made an agreement to give themselves to sustain 
others—mainly humans. But that agreement is based in recip-
rocal respect. We never take the first or the last of anything, 
and we always offer something to that being before we take 

(harvest) anything. We also know that our Ancestors physically 
remain a part of this land.

How would our world be different if this knowledge was prac-
ticed by the whole world? Could we dismantle the capitalist, 
patriarchal structures that have been forced upon us by colo-
nial governments and monarchies? What might the world look 
like instead of what we know now? What stories would we tell?

The land where I now share a home with my husband and our 
dog is the same place where my grandmother was born in 1935. 
Somehow, by complete chance, I now call this place home. 
There are old photos here of a little girl, my grandmother, 
standing against a fence in this yard. It is my hope that at some 
point in the future, we’re able to take the same sorts of photos 
with our own children. How beautiful is it that my future chil-
dren and my grandmother can know the exact same place? 
That the large red and white pines that now flank our yard also 
knew my grandmother well?

We bring forward the stories of our Ancestors so that our future 
generations have this knowledge. So that they know who we 
are. So that they will always know who we are. So that there will 
never be generations of our people who are silenced. This is a 
time of truth-telling and making space for us to tell our stories, 
and through this telling, we give voice to our Ancestors, and 
to the land.
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When We Listen
CHRISTINE LUCKASAVITCH AND ALYSSA 
BARDY IN CONVERSATION WITH KATHERINE 
KASSOUF CUMMINGS

K atherine Kassouf Cummings (KC): As part of 
the ten-year celebration of the Center for Humans 
and Nature’s Questions for Resilient Future, I am 

joining editorial fellow Christine Luckasavitch and photogra-
pher, Alyssa Bardy, the women who collaborated to create the 
Questions for Resilient Future series, “What stories does the 
land hold?”. Alyssa and Christine, thank you so much for being 
here today.

Alyssa Bardy (AB): Thank you for having us.

Christine Luckasavitch (CL): Absolutely, thank you for the 
invitation.

KC: I’m so glad we could gather. I want to start off with the 
question itself, which was a question that Christine, you, 
brought forward. How did that question “what stories does the 
land hold?” come to you?

CL: So this has been a question that has stayed in my mind 
for quite a few years, being an Indigenous person whose com-
munity and nation has experienced dispossession of land and 
disconnect from culture and ceremony. I think the thread that 
has helped me to become more connected and to reconnect is 
understanding that the land that I am on now, where I live, is 
my ancestral territory. In spending a lot of time out on the land 
itself and getting to learn plants and so on, I wonder how have 
my ancestors known this place or known which trees—even in 

the yard where I live, which is the same place that my grand-
mother was born, did these trees know my grandmother? So 
just really asking that general type of question is, for Indigenous 
folks in particular, but also non-Indigenous people, something 
that can help us find a way we can connect to land through 
stories and almost an encouragement to listen at a time when 
we do need to foster that relationship we have with land and 
what we refer to as a natural world.

KC: Can you tell us about your particular relationship to land 
and your family’s relationship to the land where you live?

CL: So I’m an Algonquin woman but particularly belonging to 
the Madaoueskarini Algonquin people and even more specifi-
cally, my familiar territory is the headwaters of the Madawaska 
River. I grew up here, and this has always been an area that I 
feel a strong connection to. So no matter where I’ve lived in 
Canada, I’ve always been drawn back here and that connection 
for me just stems from the understanding that I have a respon-
sibility to know these stories and to pass these stories on so 
that future generations will know who we are and know where 
they belong.

AB: For me, my connection to the land and the way I was 
raised didn’t stem from my Indigenous roots. I didn’t grow up 
in a way where my Indigenous roots were really cultivated or 
celebrated. I grew up away from my traditional territory and 
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very disconnected from my people and culture. But what I did 
have was the chance to grow up in a lifestyle that was embed-
ded in the outdoors. So from a very young age my dad taught 
me how to hunt and how to fish and my mom taught me how to 
grow and how to care for the land.

I think love and responsibility and an appreciation towards 
the land was definitely fostered into all those activities that we 
grew up doing. It’s super important to be thankful for the land 
and everything that it provides. As I’m learning a little bit more 
about who I am as Haudenosaunee person, it’s all tying back 
to my childhood and the lessons that I learned being outdoors 
and doing these activities.

KC: How did you, Alyssa, and Christine first connect?

AB: We went to high school together. I think we were in grade 
eleven or twelve. We just somehow made a connection. I don’t 
really remember, but I knew that I liked this girl. She was fun. 
She made me laugh, we had a lot of good times. And then, 
college and real life happened, and we just grew apart. We still 
remained friends on social media, and we reconnected over a 
photography opportunity last year. It was like picking up where 
we left off fifteen years ago.

There was so much laughter and joy that was rekindled in our 
friendship. Although we went to the same high school, we didn’t 
really live in the same town. Where we grew up it’s very rural. 
There’s one high school for a very large area. So, if we hadn’t 
gone to school together I don’t think we probably would’ve ever 
met, but I’m really grateful for that opportunity all those years 
ago, and then again now. 

CL: I just remember in that time we had a spare class together. 
I remember a lot of our days were spent sitting in the cafeteria 
basically killing time, but I certainly remember a lot of laughs 
and I always remember Alyssa, even before I knew her, always 
having the biggest smile on her face and just being the loveliest 
human being. You grow apart from people when you don’t see 
them every day, but certainly Alyssa has been someone who’s 
always been that same lovely human being in my mind.

Whenever I would see her randomly I felt very, very lucky that 
she’s one of those people that seems like time doesn’t really 
pass. You just have this intrinsic trust in another person having 
grown up together and an understanding as well. Oftentimes 
even without saying it, understanding that we live fairly similar 
lives, and it wasn’t until we were in our adult lives that we actu-
ally both spoke about being Indigenous people or Indigenous 
women, in particular, who are looking to reconnect to who we 

are. So sharing that common thread through this project has 
really been a gift.

KC: I’m actually really curious, this wasn’t something we were 
planning to talk about, but if you would be willing to share 
about what the process of connecting to your Indigenous heri-
tage, your Indigenous ancestors and that part of your identity, 
the process of reconnecting and what that means in your life 
now. I am sure there are a lot of readers and listeners who may 
be undertaking a similar journey.

CL: I think for me, it requires a lot of patience both patience 
within yourself to not step too far, too quickly as you’re recon-
necting and really to learn who you are in the place that you are 
from and who your relations are. So it’s about treating yourself 
with kindness, treating those around you with kindness, un-
derstanding it’s not the easiest thing to do and that actually 
it’s a very emotional and often overwhelming journey. You’re 
working your way through generations of trauma and with that 
comes great responsibility to the nation that you belong to and 
your community. I’ll leave it at that for now. Alyssa, do you 
want to add?

AB: For me growing up, I knew my Indigenous roots existed, 
but it definitely wasn’t celebrated or talked about a lot. I think 
that goes back to that trauma and the shame that was forced 
upon our people. 

So, it wasn’t until I met my husband (who is Mohawk which is 
also part of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy) in my twenties 
that I began to question everything. He’s the one who kind of 
pushed me to do the work of reconnection and be proud of who 
I am. Then, when I had kids, it became apparent how import-
ant it is to undertake this, not only for myself but to be able to 
pass it on to my children. Like Christine said, it’s not some-
thing you can just wake up the next day and be like, “this is who 
I am,” and own it. It actually takes a lot of work and, in a lot of 
cases, baby steps. 

I see a knowledge keeper at the long house just because I’m 
still grasping at these little pieces and trying to figure out what 
it means to identify as an Indigenous person. It is a struggle, 
but definitely going to the land and finding the goodness that’s 
just there waiting for us is a huge help. Learning little bits of 
the language and speaking of the land in it and learning the 
stories of the land is such good medicine. Mother Earth is a 
fantastic teacher. 

KC: Thank you. That’s beautiful. So, after all these years with 
this joyful friendship that you have, what was the process of 
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coming together to work on this series? I remember, Christine, 
when we first started talking about your fellowship and you 
brought this question to the Questions for a Resilient Future, 
very early on you said, “we need to work with this woman, 
Alyssa.” So it seemed that from the beginning this question was 
drawing you two together. What has the experience of collab-
orating—and at a time of physical distancing and in and out of 
lockdowns—what has the experience of working on this ques-
tion been like for each of you?

CL: In any of my work, if I am able to provide space for 
Indigenous people to tell stories, that’s my goal. In reconnect-
ing with Alyssa just before this project had started, I knew that 
she was working to reconnect with her culture, as am I, and I 
wanted to give her a little bit of a push. So Katherine, I think I 
even said, “I bet you that Alyssa she might be a little bit humble 
when it comes to accepting this” and Alyssa, I did some behind 
the scenes things with you too, where I said like, come on, take 
this do it, you got to do this with me. I wouldn’t necessarily take 
no for an answer.

The best part of this project was just being able to spend time 
with each other out on the land. Alyssa grew up in Algonquin 
territory, but I really appreciate having her come here to my 
home. I was able to show her some of the places that are very 
significant in my life, parts of the river system and so on. It’s 
a very significant thing to be able to take an old friend to the 
places that I know intimately. I shared with her stories about 
connection to land and some histories of the land. Because of 
this project, I’ve been able to share the stories that I know with 
someone that I trust and have known for so long. This project 
has resolidified our friendship, if that makes sense.

AB: I agree. It’s been super healing for me and if I can think 
of some words that describe this whole process, “healing” and 
“joyful” would be at the top of my mind. The rekindling of our 
friendship has been really special. But rekindling over some-
thing that we never really had the opportunity to talk about as 
we were kids growing up in high school takes things to a much 
deeper level. It was such an honor, Christine, for you to take me 
to these places that are special to you. I can’t even put a word 
to the feeling that comes with it. Just knowing that this land is 
part of who you are and to be gifted the opportunity to learn 
about you and these places and that connectedness to these 
places was so special.

Honestly, I had so much fun going around to these places with 
you and sometimes we laughed and sometimes we were a little 
bit more serious. We spent Canada Day together, which, this 

year, was especially heavy for Indigenous people. It was just 
a really good place to be with you on that day. I wouldn’t have 
wanted to be anywhere else.

CL: I think one of the most beautiful things about this project 
and what it means for our friendship is that both of us are able 
to understand what the other person is experiencing and some-
times I just think - Alyssa, we even talked about this - just how 
significant it is to have someone who understands what you’re 
going through because they’re experiencing it as well.

AB: A hundred percent.

KC: Thank you for sharing that. For me, being able to envi-
sion that creative process and how you worked together offers 
a special glimpse into another side of what we’re all seeing gor-
geously published into Questions for a Resilient Future. I want 
to note that all the photographs in the series Alyssa created 
in response to the question. These weren’t from your port-
folio; this was a real conversation that you were having with 
Christine and with the land. I’m wondering if you would be 
willing to share about the role of your artwork and photogra-
phy in relating to the land.

AB: With my photography, it’s always taken me to a place that 
allows me to slow down and see things that might otherwise be 
passed by. I love noticing the little things. Those little moments 
like a pine cone laying on the ground, or my child picking up 
and admiring that pine cone. I really want to share that beauty 
with the world, encourage my viewers to see it too. I love to 
intertwine a little bit of my Indigenous knowledge and culture 
into that, even if it’s learning the word for pine cone in the lan-
guage and sharing it as the photo’s title. 

I really feel that by sharing these beautiful moments with 
nature maybe someone else will see what I see and then go 
forward and care a little bit more about the earth (whether 
or not they’re Indigenous). I really just want people to see the 
goodness of the land and our connections and to know that 
it’s not just you and I walking around on this commodity, this 
thing. That this relationship is so much deeper.

KC: I love what you’re saying about beauty being at the core 
of developing those good relationships. How did you find 
photography—or photography find you—as this means for 
relationship?

AB: I don’t even really know. My mom was a photographer 
growing up. She would do equine photography—she would go 
around to horse shows and take pictures of people’s horses as 
a business. I think I definitely have the eye for photography 
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from her. Then, a couple of years ago my family and I really got 
into birding.

I think using a camera to capture the birds and their unique be-
haviors and beautiful colorations was a starting point and then 
it just kind of grew from there. I would be out in the woods, 
and I would be birding with my camera, then on the ground 
level, I would notice this beautiful leaf and how the light would 
shine through the leaf, and I would be captivated by the simple 
beauty of it. Taking my kids on the land now means less quiet 
time in the woods but more time for the discovery of other 
forms of beauty like caterpillars and pine cones. Together we 
learn and discover and appreciate, which allows for some really 
great moments to be captured. 

KC: I love that. How do your kids feel about the photography? 
Do they pick it up yet or are they at a point where it means 
something to them to take photographs?

AB: Not really. Our eldest is three and a half and the youngest 
is one and a half so at this point it is very much just chasing 
them around and playing while hoping that you get maybe one 
good shot of your kids. One of the things we do as a family is we 
spend a lot of time on the land with our kids and learning about 
things and seeing their little hands pick up berries or flowers 
gives me that opportunity to capture that tender moment while 
they don’t know it. It’s often during these moments we learn 
the Mohawk word for what they are experiencing and relate it 
back to who we are. Often these photos that I take are deeply 
meaningful to me, as an Indigenous mother.

KC: Thank you for sharing that part of your process. So I want 
to dive a little bit more into the series itself. There have been 
beautiful stories coming forward. Christine, would you share 
about one essay or idea that has come through this series that 
is really meaningful for you or helped you think about your 
own question in a little bit of a different way?

CL: It’s very hard to choose one out of those that have been 
published thus far but in being able to curate the collection of 
Indigenous voices that are included in this series, first being 
able to work with Indigenous authors and academics, poets 
and storytellers, has been an incredible highlight for me—
possibly of my whole career. So in that sense, it’s very hard to 
choose just one. There are threads from each of the essays that 
I connect with in a very deep way. 

I love how the essays by Amy Shawanda, who just completed 
her PhD, and Christi Belcourt speak to their understandings 
of how we are connected to land, and Clayton’s piece, knowing 

the history of his nation and of his family. He and I do similar 
work in that we are historians and storytellers. I really love 
Tanya Ruka’s essay, which is yet to be published, and seeing 
how she pulls in her artistic work in her connection with land. 
This entire series has been very, very inspiring and has also 
really rooted me in furthering my own knowledge and my 
own understanding of who I am as an Anishinaabekwe, as an 
Indigenous woman.

KC: Alyssa, you’ve been responding with photography to every 
one of these written pieces, and I’m wondering what floats to 
mind for you?

AB: Every single one of those pieces I read, and read, and 
read over and over and over again. It sounds so funny, but 
with every piece I would write down a line or two that really 
provided some imagery in my head. Then I would go out and 
try to shoot something that recalled that line from that piece. 
Sometimes I would carry that little piece of paper in my pocket, 
and sometimes, I would pull it out and I would read it, and then 
I would put it back in my pocket, and then I would go for a walk 
in the woods.

So, every single one of them has a line or two, or sometimes 
entire paragraphs, that really, really spoke to me. If I could 
single out one piece and one line that really got to the heart 
of me I think it would be from Margaret Noodin’s piece and 
it was, “we are water, we are stone, we are made of liquid and 
bone.” I don’t know what it is. I don’t know if it’s the way just 
that line flows. But every time I went to the water, that line was 
in my mind. I guess maybe it’s because part of our bodies is 
largely made up of water and when we stand on the shores of 
a big river or a big lake, it’s that same water that sustains all of 
life and tells the story of our connection... But, honestly, I mean 
it when I when I say that I loved each and every piece that was 
written took the honour of providing the images for their words 
to my heart.

KC: Christine, for you as a curator—and also you’ve engaged 
with this question as a writer—and Alyssa, for you as artist and 
photographer: How is this question influencing your larger 
body of work? Or how do you imagine it might influence what’s 
to come and the types of things you’re thinking about now or 
dreaming up or hoping to work on in the future?

CL: I think for me it’s a reminder to remain grounded in 
place and to allow place to guide the work that I do. When I 
say place, I’m also talking about the stories behind place, 
which then loop right back into that question, “What stories 
does the land hold?” So it’s a reminder for me to base myself 
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in my community knowledge, in my nation knowledge, and 
also to continue to find ways to express what it means to be an 
Algonquin person who is reconnecting to history, to land, to 
knowledge, and to ceremony.

I begged Katherine to have the opportunity to write a story that 
had been sitting with me for so long. Working with this question 
allowed me to find a way to express even just the tiniest little 
bit of how connected I am to the place that I’ve called home for 
my entire life, and to honour some of my family stories that 
have been shared with me for so long. So really, this question of 
“what stories does the land hold?” is that reminder that we are 
part of land. There’s no separation, there’s no disconnect, but 
that rather we are part of the world, and, further, that we have 
a responsibility to be good relations.

AB: Well, I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to go outside 
and take pictures again without that question of “what stories 
does the land hold?” being in my mind. Honestly, that ques-
tion is so fundamental to who we are as Indigenous people. 
It’s like everywhere I go now with everything I take a picture 
of, I’m asking myself “what story does this hold?” whether it’s 
the strawberries, where did the strawberries come from? Or a 
turtle, what lessons of life can she share with me?

There are so many stories that are passed down through gener-
ations and sadly, a lot of them have been lost but a lot of them 
haven’t. We just have to know where and how to look to find 
them. The Land holds them all for us. 

These stories relate to the natural world and different life 
lessons that we can learn. For example, the story of the hermit 
thrush is a story of humility and honesty and pride. I don’t 
think I can ever look at a hermit thrush again when I’m birding 
without that gentle reminder of not to be too proud and not to 
be overly ambitious. This question has really changed my life. 
Honestly, every time I go outside, I think of this question. So, 
thank you.

KC: That’s beautiful. It’s making me think—and, Christine, I 
love how you write about this—that depending on when you 
start telling the story, things have been really hard for a long 
time; depending on whose stories you carry in your body or 
whose stories are in the land where you live. These past two 
years, there have been stories coming forward that make it ap-
parent to people of different experiences that the stories we’ve 
been using don’t work for us and for our world: A lot has been 
manipulated or hidden behind veils that originate in the lan-
guage we use as it expresses the unexamined, limiting beliefs 
we hold in our bodies.

So, this brings me to the next generation. This idea of story 
which, as an editor, I have never taken words lightly: The types 
of words that are put forward, the types of stories that are told. 
So this question of story is incredibly important and I’m won-
dering what your thoughts are on the stories that we’re offering 
to the next generation. How do we really begin to lift the voices, 
like you were speaking about, Alyssa, of the hermit thrush? I 
think some people might hear this question of “what stories 
does the land hold?” and think about it in a very poetic sense. 
But I’ve been learning through this series—through working 
with you, Christine and Alyssa—that listening to the stories of 
the land is essential and very concrete work we have to do.

As part of Questions for a Resilient Future, we have this series 
of eight gorgeous essays and the artworks that are in conversa-
tion with them, but obviously this is not an isolated place for 
engaging with this question of land and story. How do you see 
this question continue to be carried forward by communities 
everywhere? What does that look like to you?

CL: Looking to our shared history as Indigenous and non-In-
digenous people, Indigenous stories have been purposefully si-
lenced. I would say colonial-settler society knew that there was 
a danger in us sharing our stories. They understood that if they 
were to stop our sharing and our transmission of knowledge 
from generation to generation, they could try to kill a culture 
and kill a people. Being able to put these questions out into the 
world encourages responses to that question.

It is my hope that both the question and the responses will en-
courage readers to think a little bit deeper. Much like Alyssa 
when she interacts with certain animals or certain plants, when 
you have a relationship, you think deeper. You are more con-
scious of your relationship with that animal, with that plant, 
with water, with air, and so on. So it’s just my hope that this one 
little project in the grand scheme of this process of Indigenous 
reconnection and resurgence will encourage some further con-
sciousness and deepen relationships: Relationships between 
Indigenous peoples as we’re all reconnecting to our ancestral 
life ways, but also for non-Indigenous folks, too, who are on 
Turtle Island or in other parts of the world to understand that 
they also have that responsibility for these relationships.

We’re at a time, I think in our shared history where the way that 
we treat land is incredibly crucial. It also reflects the way that 
we treat each other. So if we are able to find ways to connect 
and genuinely hold reciprocal relationships perhaps the world 
as a whole will be a better place for future generations as well. 
I think also it honors our ancestors who have been here and 
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who have started work, who have been living in these ways for 
thousands of years.

KC: Thank you so much. Alyssa, do you have anything you want 
to add there? Anything you want to comment on as someone 
who is shepherding some of these next generation folks?

AB: Like Christine said, I almost feel like now is the time for 
these stories to have a bit of resurgence and for these questions 
to be asked—and to be listened to, due to the want and need 
for Truth and Reconciliation between settlers and Indigenous 
people. I think there’s a real eagerness between the Indigenous 
people and non-Indigenous people on Turtle Island to listen 
and to learn and to share and be heard. I honestly think 
this world really needs a little bit of Indigenous knowledge 
right now. 

What is really important is for my kids to learn and know these 
stories so that they can grow up and be proud Cayuga, Mohawk 
people. I just think it’s time to be unapologetic about who we 
are and the stories that we are connected to and it’s time for us 
to advocate for Mother Earth. 

KC: So, listening to the land is one of these major ways that’s 
going to return us to good relationship, relationship being 
something, again, that has been core to this question. How 
do you go back to the land and listen, particularly when the 
stories in that land—what you were just speaking to Alyssa, 
what you shared earlier, Christine, about reconnecting to your 
Indigenous heritage and Ancestors—are painful? What equips 
you and what are the tools?

CL: For me, it’s something that it is as simple as making an 
effort to spend time outside every day and being present, and 
watching, and being quiet to in order to listen. It is that daily 
practice that allows space for the development of deep relation-
ship with those that we often, I think, take for granted in our 
life. As we speak, I’m looking out over the water and the trees 
that are in my yard. Even the concept of yard and ownership of 
land, it’s so different from Indigenous ways of relating to land. 

How often do we pass by the same plants or these insects and 
bugs without realizing that they are relations? We interact with 
them. We are not “other than.” It took me being able to be in 
the same place for a number of seasons and watching those 
plants and how they change from the earliest blooms to flower 
and then to berry and then, from there, where they’re getting 
ready for the winter to go quiet. I now spend time learning 
from plants as I watch how they change over time, what their 
role might be and watching who else they interact with.

Through this project I was able to also look at those relation-
ships that are very much present in our lives that don’t always 
pay attention to. This includes the types of flowers will bloom 
at the same time of the year. I only realized this year that my 
grandmother’s favorite wild flower, Brown-Eyed Susans, bloom 
at the same time or very close to Fireweed; our favourite flowers 
bloom together by coincidence. She passed away when I was 
twelve. But now our favourite flowers get to hang out together. 

So, looking just a little bit deeper and realizing those connec-
tions that exist, that’s the type of relationships that I try to 
have. This project has been a way for me to express that.

KC: Alyssa, for you, the obvious one we’ve been talking about 
is your photography. Are there any other practices you want 
to share about how you go back to the land and how you listen 
to the land?

AB: Yeah, I think a big part of it is learning the language which 
is very difficult for me because it’s not something you can just 
pick up and put down. But the more I learn of the language, the 
more I learn that it’s very descriptive, and it’s a very beautiful 
language. Starting here is important because our language was 
taken from us in the past and it feels like reclamation, word by 
word. We’ve chosen to learn Mohawk strictly because we live in 
Tyendinaga on Mohawk territory.

I think just learning word by word is a big thing, for me and it 
is the best I can do for my busy life, being the mother to two 
toddlers. Learning the word for rock, pine cone, mushroom, 
songbird builds our connection and takes away the notion that 
these are just things, and for me, it’s important to share this 
knowledge. Separately, If you live or are visiting in someone 
else’s territory I think it’s important to learn a couple words 
in the language and learn how those words are related to ev-
erything else. Ask questions: What was the original name of 
this town, what does it mean, who was here before we were, 
how does this river, rock, lake, mountain shape the lives of the 
Indigenous people of this region? All of these things form rela-
tionships with the land and is a really nice way to pay homage 
to the land you are on. 

When out with Christine on her territory, I asked her to tell me 
the name of her people, the land, the river, in her language so 
I could deepen my relationship with the Land. I think it builds 
a bond with the Land and shows respect to something that 
isn’t yours. 

KC: So a question about questions themselves, as we are here 
at the Center for Humans in Nature, celebrating ten years of 
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our publication that is dedicated to a practice of questions that 
open up the world rather than narrow it; questions that lead 
us to further questions rather than producing limits on knowl-
edge. This question—what stories does the land hold?—is the 
most recent to be published in that series. It feels beautiful to 
be here marking ten years, celebrating questions, and holding 
this one, Christine, that you birthed into being. Is there a ques-
tion that you’re holding at this time in particular? Something 
that you would want to share with others, something that’s 
guiding your way of being in the world.

CL: I think for me, what’s really guiding my work right now 
is both how can I, or how can we, continue to always be open 
to learning more? How can we continue to expand our knowl-
edge and our understanding of the world that we live and all of 
its complexities? Then to take that further, it’s also, how can 
we teach others, and what does that require? How do we make 
sure that we are in a safe space to express ourselves, whether 
it’s sharing stories or whether it’s asking questions, and how do 
we inspire and foster relationships where possible? And where 
are those relationships needed or possible? 

AB: For me, I think I said earlier how I’m carrying this ques-
tion of what stories does land hold pretty heavily on my heart, 
everywhere I go. But to take that a little bit further is the story 
of who. Within this question, I look at nature and ask: Who is 
this and what stories have they seen? What do they know that 
we don’t know? What can we learn from them? 

So that question of who, in my mind gives life to the earth. 
To o the water, to the air, to the stars and it makes me really 
focus on the relationship. These are our relations and when you 
think of them as who and not what it really changes your focus. 
These are the things I carry with me, and hopefully can pass 
onto my children. 

KC: Thank you so much. I’m grateful to you both for coming 
here, coming into this virtual space with open-heartedness and 
humility and curiosity and generosity. Thank you so much for 
being here. Before we wrap, if there’s anything else on your 
heart right now, I want to open that space for sharing.

CL: I think for me, it’s just an expression of gratitude, Katherine. 
I hold so much gratitude to the Center for Humans and Nature 
for this opportunity because it’s had a profound impact.

AB: I have to agree with that extension of gratitude to 
Katherine and the Center for Humans and Nature and but also 
to you, Christine, because I wouldn’t have been able to do this 
without you and our adventures. 

KC: I’m so glad for what your creative connection and collabo-
ration has produced—this incredible abundance. I can’t wait to 
see what your next collaboration will be; what blossoms from 
that. Thank you so much.

AB: Thank you, Nia:wen! 

CL: Miigwetch.
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Arts in English and History from Acadia University and is currently 

working toward her Master of Arts in Indigenous Studies from Trent 

University. She is an Editorial Fellow at the Center for Humans 
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(University of Chicago Press, 2021).
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Exuberant Kin:  
Selections from the  
Kinship Book Series
GAVIN VAN HORN

W e at the Center for Humans and Nature are 
thrilled to share a new series of volumes inspired 
by kinship—its reality in our lives, the possibili-

ties for strengthening our bonds with our fellow earthlings, 
and invitations for how we can cultivate these relationships 
on behalf of more adaptive, resilient, and beautiful com-
munities of life. Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations 
(humansandnature.org/kinship) is a lively series that explores 
our deep interconnections with the living world. More than 
seventy contributors guide readers into cosmologies, narra-
tives, and everyday interactions that embrace a more-than-hu-
man world as worthy of our response and responsibility.

For this issue of Minding Nature, I selected two representative 
essays and poems that highlight each of the volumes—Volume 
1, Planet; Volume 2, Place; Volume 3, Partners; Volume 4, 
Persons; and Volume 5, Practice. I believe readers will sense 
the depth of thought, storytelling, and emotional range in the 
volumes from these selections.

Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations has been an ex-
citing project for many reasons. The books mark the inaugu-
ral effort of the Center for Humans and Nature Press (with 
distribution by Chelsea Green Publishing)—an opportunity 
to creatively shape the feel and scope of book materials in a 
way that coheres with the Center’s mission and values. This 
project has also led to collaborations beyond the written 
word, including a beautifully crafted radio show and podcast 
with Wisconsin Public Radio’s To the Best of Our Knowledge. 
Please visit, download, and savor these incredible episodes, 

expertly guided by co-hosts Anne Strainchamps and Steve 
Paulson (humansandnature.org/kinship-podcast). We also 
want to draw your attention to the stunning online art gallery 
Making Kin, curated by artist and scientist Andrew Yang 
(makingkin.net). These visual explorations of kinship con-
tribute oftentimes unexpected layers and dimensions to the 
meaning and practice of kinship in a more-than-human world, 
lighting up the imagination with new possibilities.

Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations is a guide and com-
panion for the ways we can deepen our care and respect for the 
family of fungi, plants, rivers, mountains, non-human animals, 
and others who live with us in this exuberant, life-generat-
ing, planetary tangle of relations. I hope these sample poems 
and essays lure you to the books, the audio, and the online art 
gallery—but, ultimately, I hope they draw you further into the 
wonders of the world we gratefully share with our wild and as-
toundingly diverse non-human kin.

Gavin Van Horn is Executive Editor at the Center for Humans and 

Nature, where he develops and directs transdisciplinary projects 

that seek to illuminate what it means to become human within 

a more-than-human world. Among his published books are City 

Creatures: Animal Encounters in the Chicago Wilderness (University 

of Chicago Press, 2015), Wildness: Relations of People and Place 

(University of Chicago Press, 2017); and The Way of Coyote: Shared 

Journeys in the Urban Wilds (University of Chicago Press, 2018).

http://humansandnature.org/kinship
http://humansandnature.org/kinship-podcast
http://makingkin.net
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Kinshape
ANDREW S. YANG

F ive years ago, I recorded a conversation with my 
mother, Ellen Yang, and another with an astrophysi-
cist, Jeff Oishi, as part of a project called Interviews 

with the Milky Way. The Milky Way is our home galaxy. From 
our terrestrial perspective, it appears like a distant expanse “out 
there,” when in fact our planet and its solar system are nestled 
deep within it.1 This means that every pebble and poem, person 
and pinecone, is just as much an authentic manifestation of the 
galaxy as any blazing star or unsparingly dense black hole. And 
so to “interview the Milky Way” needn’t be something done fig-
uratively—a metaphor for examining a far-off constellation or 
a law of physics—I can literally interview the galaxy simply by 
talking to my mother, a part of the universe who also bore me 
into it. What emerges from such an interview, from the point 
of view of the galaxy, would therefore be a sort of self-inquiry, 
an inner dialogue of a kind. Excerpted here are fragments from 
that conversation:

  Child: OK, this is recording now.

    Mother: Oh, I’m supposed to be serious?

  Child: No, it’s just a conversation.

    Mother: Oh. What’s my context? Where am I?

  Child: Just with me, in a room. It doesn’t  
  matter so much.

    Mother: In an office, in Chicago?

  Child: Exactly.

Astronomers claim that the big bang brought time and space 
into being. In their absence, there was no where or when to 
speak of, and consequently no relationships of any sort: now 
and then, here and there, this and that are discernible only 
within the territories of difference that time and space create 
between things. In this (meta)physics, difference and distinc-
tion turn out to be exactly what allow everything to relate to 
anything else. Logically and paradoxically, it is only through 
the precondition of separation that connection and kinship 
are possible.

Think about the entity from which the whole universe emerged 
through that big bang. Cosmologists call it the initial singular-
ity (or IS, as an acronym). This singularity would seem to have 
been infinitely singular given that there was absolutely nothing 
else in existence to keep it company. So utterly unrelated to 
any other thing, the initial singularity was axiomatically alone. 
“What am I?” “Where am I?” Those questions couldn’t even be 
asked until after the universe arose.

  Child: I wanted to ask you some questions, and I guess  
  my first one is what your very first memory might be.

    Mother: There’s a photo of me at three years old  
    sitting on a bench with my brother, who is about one  
    and a half years old. We’re sitting next to each  
    other smiling. I think that’s my first memory, but  
    it might be because I saw the photo. I always date  
    my first memory to that one, at about three  
    years old.



64   ANDREW S. YANG

In my mother’s first memory, she is not alone. She is sitting 
with her little brother, separated from him by the small space 
between them on the porch, and by the eighteen-month dif-
ference when each one of them became fully fledged parts 
of the galaxy. But my mother worries that perhaps this first 
memory is a false one, seeded into her mind by a photograph. 
The mind’s eye and the camera’s eye captured a moment that 
appears almost too much alike, with a similarity between the 
two that feels uncomfortable and deceptive. She wants to know 
the cause and effect of photography relative to memory. Which 
is the original, and which is the copy? Was it a flat image or a 
lived experience that shaped her recollection? It is a question 
of origins from the very beginning.

What shape was the initial singularity in its solitude? Can we 
even try to understand what it could have been by imagining its 
form? But since the shift of any shape is a matter of time, and 
the curve of any shape is a matter of space, it’s not clear how 
the singularity could have even had one. Without space-time, 
shape is not even a concept.2

Although the initial singularity was doubtlessly shapeless, 
the universe now is abundant with shapes: sand grains, blue 
flames, snail shells, tadpoles, and clouds; tendrils, spirals, 
orbits, and waves ad infinitum. Mathematics can relate every 
shape to every other shape—by similarity, equation, or trans-
formation—through matrix algebra and foundational geome-
tries. But running throughout every shape is an even deeper 
and mutual relationality born of shared genealogy: all are de-
scendants of that self-same initial singularity. The universe 
full of shapes is a folding and unfolding family of brothers and 
sisters, parents and children, with each and every thing nec-
essarily related within the entangling kinshape of space-time: 
kin (gene–, “to give birth”) and –ship (–scipe, “to shape”). 
Relationship, friendship, kinship ... Every –ship is an expres-
sion of shape.

  Child: When you were a child, did you ever look up at  
  the stars? Do you have any memories of doing that when  
  you were young?

    Mother: Oh, yes. We were trying to see the  
    Milky Way.

  Child: The Milky Way, in particular?

    Mother: I’m trying to think, what’s that constellation  
    that goes like that?

  Child: Big Dipper?

    Mother: Ah, yes, then it was the Big Dipper. We  
    were looking for the Big Dipper. Where I lived, the  
    sky was clear. On a summer night or even in the  
    winter, you could see the stars. I don’t know if I  
    could see the Milky Way. We thought we were  
    looking for things that we heard about in school. But  
    I always looked for the Big Dipper.

Despite the space-time that separated my mother and her 
brother on that porch of first memory, their kinship—short 
of being identical twins—could have hardly been closer. They 
were born of Mr. and Mrs. Smith, whose namesake ancestors 
smithed elements with heat, since the vocation of any smith is 
the bending of something shapeless into shape.

Every constellation is an extraterrestrial inference, a pattern 
in the galaxy that our ancestors thought related to a pattern 
on the Earth: horses, crabs, bears, warriors, snakes, and big 
spoons. The sky is full of celestial likenesses. Upon looking for 
the Big Dipper, my mother seeks a familiar shape, a spoony 
similarity, a shape that smiths—black, silver, gold—have 
crafted for millennia. She passed that search image onto me, 
and the contours of a handle connected to a cup are the very 
first things that I look for when I look into the sky. The spoon is 
a tool shaped precisely to enter the shape of a mouth, the lips, 
and feed the body that it opens into.

My mother carried me before I was even myself. What was to 
become me was a perfect sphere—an egg that was both her and 
something that she had carried since before she had even been 
born.3 It could be tempting to think of that egg, full of poten-
tial, as a singularity waiting to unfold on its own. But in fact 
nothing becomes anything on its own after the big bang. In the 
universe, everything relies on kin.

In my mother’s womb, it was dark and I was floating. There 
was a shape wrapped around my own shape shaping me. My 
growing and elaborating form received all of its nutriment and 
all of its air through the umbilical cord that tethered us to one 
another. And once I was born? One thing became two. It was 
an act of separation and, as such, an invitation to reconnect. 
Although the cord is cut, the mother still feeds the child. The 
infant’s mouth latches onto the mother’s breast—kinshapes 
made to relate to each other exactly. And the child drinks.

  Child: When you hear about the Milky Way, what does  
  that evoke for you?

    Mother: Actually, I’m a little embarrassed, but I  
    think more of the “milky” part. I think of it as very  
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    white and milky. Words had a lot of meaning for  
    me; I tend to get a word first, and then a vision.  
    Yeah, in my mind, I have a picture of the Milky Way  
    and it’s very milky. It’s very whitish, with maybe  
    some blue and yellow tinges, somewhat granular.

  Child: There’s some idea that the Milky Way is named  
  after mother’s milk. What do you think of that?

    Mother: That makes sense to me, that the universe  
    is the ultimate, life-giving entity, if you will. There’s  
    mother’s milk. What’s more life giving than that?

The galaxy is milky like mothers’ milk. As clouds of hydrogen 
surround other clouds, they swirl, gravitate, condense, and 
then ignite—it is the one new star born in the Milky Way this 
year.4 The baby drinks up as much as it can, skin to kin. The 
energy in the milk takes a special molecular shape, a sugar that 
only milk contains: galactose. The kinship of language reveals 
the mythically milky nature of the Milky Way as etymologically 
galactic (Greek, galaktos—“milk”).

A baby’s mouth shapes the air as a syllable, calling to its mother 
to be fed:

mām (Hindi)

 māma (Mandarin)

  mom (English)

   mama (Arabic)

    amá (Navajo) 

     mama (Russian)

      mut (Egyptian)

       eomma (Korean)

        mama (Swahili)

         mam (Welsh)

          maama (Hopi)

The world over, infants call to their mother by a shared name. 
Some linguists believe that this derives from the fact that 
mmmm is the only sound a baby’s mouth, when feeding on 
its mother breast and full of milk, can naturally make: a pri-
mordial phoneme and universal kinshape that emerges from 
the most basic of connections. Mamma, ama, and mama (in 
Latin, Xhosa, and Hausa) mean “breast”; mamar (in Spanish) 

means “to suck.”5 With all this, our kinship to mammals and 
their milk-giving mammaries should come as no surprise. 
The milk spills across cultures, species, and galaxies. If every 
galaxy is a mother’s milk, then for every single mammal, the 
process of lactation is also galactation, as one part of the galaxy 
feeds another.

  Child: What do you think of when you look at the stars?

    Mother: I think of the vastness of the universe. I’m  
    awestruck still, particularly on a clear night. I’m  
    always a little upset to have an airplane or some 
    thing come through. It’s like, they have no business  
    there.

Carl Sagan observed: “Some part of our being knows this 
is where we came from, and we long to return. And we can, 
because the cosmos is also within us.... We are a way for the 
cosmos to know itself.”6 When my mother was a child, she saw 
so many stars and so many shapes, even if she didn’t recognize 
them. Tonight as I write this, I look skyward to a human-made 
glow emanating from streetlamps and buildings that envelops 
my field of view, and the lights of a line of landing airplanes 
blink directly overhead.7 Darkness is almost a complete strang-
er here, and on this night my daughter, Stella, turns out to be 
the only star I can see in the city.8 She has yet to see the Milky 
Way in the sky. I don’t know if she will inherit the desire to seek 
out the Big Dipper, Orion the Hunter, or the Seven Sisters, who 
are all there, yet increasingly unvisible.

The Milky Way is our extended being, the context through 
which we are something more than a singularity—it reminds 
us that we are not axiomatically alone, either in the universe 
or here on Earth. Although I am grateful for the myriad tele-
scopes, detectors, and probes that grant us detailed cosmic in-
trospection, without the chance to see the rest of the universe 
with our own eyes, we lose the most intimate and embodied 
means for us to know that larger self. If our terrestrial connec-
tions are made stronger through the extraterrestrial, then the 
night sky has the potential to be an expansive and unmatched 
looking glass. Our obsession with artificial light risks extin-
guishing the galaxy from our lived experience and the loss of a 
kinship as old as the universe itself.

I want to live on a planet with perspective, a vantage from 
which new relationships are given the space to take shape. The 
constellations will constellate, space-time will take its time. 
In a universe full of Universlings—here and there, past and 
future—we will continue to seek out all of our close and distant 
relatives, no matter what shape they may take.
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Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
Vol. 1: Planet.
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NOTES

1. Our solar system can be found in the Orion-Cygnus Arm (sometimes known as the Local 
Arm), one of a number of curved limbs in the spiral of the Milky Way galaxy. The stars of the 
prominent constellations Orion and Cygnus are found within this arm, some 10,000 light-
years long and 3,500 light-years wide.

2. According to the general relativity theory in physics, articulated by Albert Einstein, space 
and time are actually not independent properties of the universe, but rather are our phenom-
enal interpretations of the unified property called space-time. Even those things that seem 
unrelated may in fact be one and the same.

3. The eggs carried by an adult female human are formed when they themselves are fetus-
es, being carried by their own mothers.

4. Astronomers have estimated that between one and three stars are born within the Milky 
Way every year.

5. Liza Bakewell, Madre: Perilous Journeys with a Spanish Noun (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 2012), 145.

6. Carl Sagan said this during “The Shores of the Cosmic Ocean,” the first episode of the 
PBS series Cosmos that aired in 1980.

7. In 2019 the private space firm SpaceX launched some sixty small, caravanning internet 
satellites in orbit around Earth, the first of many thousands planned to launch in the coming 
few years. Much to the chagrin of professional astronomers, these satellites reflect a lot of 
sunlight at night, creating bright streaks across the sky and interfering with basic astronomical 
observations of ground-based telescopes, drowning out their view of the stars. While SpaceX 
works to create coating to dim the surface of such satellites, astronomers are considering le-
gal action as the sky becomes increasing cluttered. Ironically, these Starlink satellites actually 
sever our link to the stars for the sake of increasing internet connectivity on the surface. See 
Jeff Foust, “Starlink vs. the Astronomers,” SpaceNews, February 4, 2020, https://spacenews.
com/starlink-vs-the-astronomers/.

8. Chicago, where my family lives, is considered the most light-polluted city in the United 
States, and the fourth-most polluted on the planet. See Dapika Kadaba, “Big Cities, Bright 
Lights: Ranking the Worst Light Pollution on Earth,” The Revelator, June 21, 2018, https://
therevelator.org/cities-ranked-light-pollution/. Stella, from the Latin for “star.” In the most 
fundamental and material sense, we are in fact born of them, because all the elements heavi-
er than hydrogen that make up or bodies were forged within ancient stars, or during their 
dramatic end-of-life explosions, called supernovas.

https://spacenews.com/starlink-vs-the-astronomers/
https://spacenews.com/starlink-vs-the-astronomers/
https://therevelator.org/cities-ranked-light-pollution/
https://therevelator.org/cities-ranked-light-pollution/
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Unclap your millennial gates

& unhinge the heavenly armor

ye knights & bishops

The checkmate age of the sky

gods gone. No more lords

Melt old swords

Enough of kings & courts &

benedicites before the killing sieges

Forget our specie’s royal fist

The orchard opens up its stores

Each tree a throne

Each peach a prince

Each kami Kali spiderqueen

freely spinning silk

from out her own divine innards

Not caught in the web

but dancing the wind’s harp

This rural canticle sung

yes, to raise praise on high

Holy! Holy! Holy!

But also to dig deep below

To be embedded

in the thick mud of the mystery

Kindom Canticle
ART GOODTIMES
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ENOUGH OF

KINGDOMS!

Instead

let there be KINDOMS!

The fungal kindom. The floral

kindom. The faunal

kindom

where we hum the body’s every bone

in honor of the making &

the yet unmade

All of us kin. Co-creators

In conversation, McRedeye sez

with what shines

And with those divine

goddess rhizomes

rooted in the deeper dark

where life springs

full-blown from

the spark of matter

Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
Vol. 1: Planet.
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(first trimester)

 ~

[we] are watching a documentary

about home birth when [you] first feel

[neni] kick // if our doctor recommends

a “c-section” \\ if [we] cut open

the bellies of whales and birds,

what fragments will [we] shore //

plastic multiplies, leaches toxins, litters

the beaches of o`ahu : this gathering

place, this embryo \\ plastic is the “perfect”

creation because it never dies // i wish

our daughter was derived

from oil so that she will survive

our wasteful hands // so that

she, too, will have a “great future” 

ginen understory
CRAIG SANTOS PEREZ



70   CRAIG SANTOS PEREZ

(first ocean)

during the rim of the pacific military exercises, 2014

 ~

when [neni] was newborn, [you] rinsed

her in the sink // pilot whales, deafened

by sonar, are bloated and stranded

ashore \\ now [you] bathe her in the tub,

clean behind her ears, sing “my island

maui,” written by your dad // his ashes

scattered in the pacific decades ago

\\ when [we] bring [neni] to the beach

for the first time, [you] secure her

to your chest and walk into the sea \\

what will the aircrafts, ships, soldiers,

and weapons of 22 nations take from [us]

// “i wish she could’ve met my dad,” [you] say \\

schools of recently spawned fish, lifeless,

spoil the tidelands // is oceania memorial

or target, economic zone or monument,

territory or makua // a cold salt wind surges

\\ [we] shiver like generations of coral reef

bleaching 
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(first ultrasound)

 ~

ekungok: listen to heartbeats

echoing // is this the sound

of our ancestors pulsing

your taut skin drum \\

pele dances towards [us]

// is our house prepared

for birth \\ the ocean absorbs

carbon dioxide then acidifies

// whales, birds, and fish

change migration patterns

\\ my mom calls from california,

talks drought and wildfires //

[neni] will be born in april

of the hottest year in history

\\ [we] buy an air conditioner,

chicken broth simmers //

“she’s kicking,” [you] say,

\\ i touch your warm belly

until [we] become one

body heat // “e pele e” 
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(third trimester)

january 27, 2014

 ~

the wind billows our bedroom

curtains like the vowels

in hiroshima, enewetak, mororua

// the branches of our unborn

daughter’s respiratory tree

are just beginning to radiate \\

[we] lather in coconut oil,

spoon tight like the vowels

in nagasaki, trinity, bikini // the sky

breaks into a thousand suns

\\ rain clouds baptize guam

in strontium-90 fallout,

circa 1954 // what cancers remain

buried in pacific bodies like unexploded

ordnances \\ what downwind toxins

will [neni] inhale when her lungs

first expand // what wars of light

will irradiate when she first opens

her sublime eyes

 



MINDING NATURE 14.3

GINEN UNDERSTORY   73

(first birthday)

 ~

[you] clip her tiny fingernails // “the rape of oceania

began with guam” \\ how do [we] protect daughters

from becoming target and conquest #yesallwomen

// [you] brush her hair and sing a hawaiian nursery

rhyme about the body parts, “na mahele o ke kino”

: “po`o, maka, ihu, waha” (touch head, eyes, nose,

mouth) \\ who will recite the names of those

disappeared from reservations and maquiladoras

#mmiw, from villages and schools #bringback

-ourgirls // “pepeiao, lima, manamanalima” (touch

ears, hold up hands, wiggle fingers) \\ [you] nurse

[neni] and fall asleep, still latched // “kuli, wawae,

manamanawawae” (touch knees, feet, wiggle toes)

// for a moment, she smiles // “me ku`u po`ohiwi”

(rest hands on shoulders) \\ what does she dream

\\ i whisper : “[neni], no matter how far from home

the storms take you, remember to carry our words

in your canoe // [neni], remember : you will always

belong, you will always be sheltered, and you

will always be sacred in our ocean of stories
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Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
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NOTES

Some translations:  
ginen: “by way of,” in Chamorro (the Indigenous peoples of the Mariana Islands,  
including Guam)  
makua: “parent,” in Hawaiian 
e pele e: “O Pele,” which is a line from a traditional Hawaiian chant to honor Pele, goddess 
of fire and volcanoes  
ekungok: “to listen to,” in Chamorro
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T he Australian crust is rarely active, often exposed to 
high temperatures, and relatively isolated—meaning 
its soils are ancient, dry, and nutrient poor. It is dif-

ficult to imagine rocks and soil as lively kin when timescales 
operate so incongruously with the human experience. But 
sometimes, especially when disturbed, minerals assert their 
agency and demand kinship. They migrate down rivers, drift 
across borders, seep into flesh, and settle in our bones. They 
scribe the extractive history of a place into bodies through neu-
rological interruption, developmental deformity, and corrosive 
powers, weaving themselves into intergenerational futures. It 
is a small cost, the powerful argue, a cost that individuals must 
bear. It is a slow violence for which none can be truly held ac-
countable. There is agency to something seemingly as stable 
as rock, the transience and mobility of the mineral terra that 
supports all life. The rocks tell a story that calls out deviant 
kinships, the inequalities of power, and the shirking of respon-
sibility that pervades mining communities.

I want to take you for a moment to the remote inland Australian 
city of Broken Hill. It is a place that I grew to love through 
years of doctoral research, connections, and care. I worked 
with communities involved in one of the earliest examples of 
ecological restoration amid a highly modified mining town that 
dwells among increasingly extreme environmental conditions. 
I chose not to return while pregnant so as to avoid the environ-
mental toxicity that would create an unknown level of health 

risk to our growing child. It is well understood that fetal and 
postnatal development is interrupted by a neurotoxin carried 
in lead-heavy dust. I was uncomfortable explaining this deci-
sion to locals, those who, through their home place, are bound 
in kinship with the mineral legacies of extractive mining.

The ecology of arid Australia is patient. It is an ecology shaped 
by deep time, one that was battered by settler violence toward 
Indigenous nations and the impacts of European pastoralism, 
clearing, and mining. In the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, Australia brimmed with a culture prospecting 
for untapped ore bodies. In 1883, the discovery of a significant 
ore body laden with silver, lead, and zinc in a jagged geologi-
cal anomaly in far southwestern New South Wales marked the 
rapid expansion inland into the traditional land of the Wiljakali 
people. This area is now known as Broken Hill.

Mining became the final straw for local ecological limitations, 
bringing with it booms of population, vegetation clearing, 
foreign animals, water consumption, and toxic waste. At the 
same time that the local mining industry was booming, water 
provisions were becoming stretched and sand drift and dust 
were increasingly mobilized. Severe dust storms followed 
each significant period of drought (1902–1903, 1925–1926, 
1941–1946, 1948–1951), demonstrating the instability and 
mobility of the earth.1 Significant sand drift and dust became 
a threat to the future of the mining industry in the 1930s—a 

Politics of  
Contaminated Kin
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global decade of trouble with dust—that motivated local efforts 
to protect the town through land rehabilitation.2 Increasingly, 
in the localized mineral mobility, new stories were encoded. 
When the dust moves today, it is dust of a new kind, inscribed 
with toxic legacies.

Lead has been mined in Broken Hill since 1884. For a long 
time, the risk to human health of lead and lead mining has 
been known. At the turn of the twentieth century, a royal com-
mission was conducted in Broken Hill into the health impacts 
of lead. Through time, efforts to address health concerns have 
depended on inconsistent public funding. Between 1991 and 
2003, active education and remediation efforts saw a decrease 
in lead levels in Broken Hill’s children, but since then progress 
has slowed and still remains far from the minimum Australian 
health standards. In 2014, 53 percent of children in Broken 
Hill had levels of lead in their blood above the recently released 
National Health and Medical Research Council draft reference 
value for lead. Today, health experts have characterized lead 
toxicity as a public concern of global dimensions.3 It manifests 
as social and physiological disadvantage and disability, and it 
generates persistent mental health and behavioral problems.

Health effects are hideous, irreversible, and unevenly distrib-
uted among the community. The young, the poor, and the 
Indigenous community are at heightened risk of exposure. 
Improperly maintained rental buildings in proximity to con-
taminated sites are to blame. A thin veneer of dust settles on 
play equipment, windowsills, and vegetables, and washes into 
water tanks. Children consume lead and get sick. Signs in public 
parks remind kids to wash their hands, and public health advice 
suggests avoiding homegrown food and rainwater that might 
be contaminated. High lead exposure is also correlated to prox-
imity to toxic skimp dumps. Piles of toxic residue from smelt-
ing operations dwell around the town. Brittle capping, weath-
ered by the elements, has enabled the increased movement of 
dust, although recent efforts by public environment and health 
agencies have attempted to slow the demise. There are no signs 
marking the dumps’ presence, but they do make great bike 
jumps, kicking contaminated dirt into the faces of children. The 
impacts of lead will be experienced in yet another generation 
as it migrates from the bones of pregnant women into their 
growing babies.4 Broken Hill’s story is clear evidence of what 
the literary scholar Rob Nixon calls “slow violence,” whereby 
socioenvironmental injustices of the world’s poor often occur at 
rates not easily noticeable and not well suited to big headlines.5

Individual and collective relationships with toxicity are also 
made more permissible by powerful corporate narratives. 

In 2016, the environmental scientists Louise Kristensen and 
Mark Taylor published a paper called “Unravelling a ‘Miner’s 
Myth’ That Environmental Contamination in Mining Towns Is 
Naturally Occurring.” Their work highlights the myths that in-
dustrial operators actively create and disseminate to “distract 
the public and the authorities away from understanding and 
determining the true source and cause of environmental con-
tamination.”6 The accountability of current mining operators 
and those tied to extractive legacies are excused through myths 
about natural background weathering and erosion; legacy 
issues from historic operations; an argument for transfer to 
human bodies being limited by low bioavailability; and by dis-
tributing blame to other lead sources such as lead paint, petrol, 
and old batteries. Importantly, these are not just myths that 
are pushed by industry; they have made their way into public 
consciousness, have shaped public policy, and have been taken 
as truths by government departments. In this way, industry 
partners consistently abdicate their responsibilities for the ma-
terial proximity and consequence of wealth extraction—that of 
lives lived in community with contaminated kin.

In Broken Hill, such myths normalize the daily relationship 
with material toxicity and work to shift responsibility onto un-
assuming locals. For example, Sarah Martin tells me that in the 
1980s the message from the Lead Center was: “If your child 
has got high lead levels, then you’re a dirty bitch.”7 Generations 
of locals have witnessed repeated waves of lead awareness and 
grown up with mascots like Lead Ted, a friendly teddy bear 
who shares health advice, guiding locals to living safely with 
their neighborly lead. Wayne Lovis tells me in a jolly voice: 
“We’re all lead-affected. We’re all lead heads, as we call our-
selves.” Through local narratives and sheer necessity, locals are 
encouraged to remain “lead heads” for the sake of the economy 
and to hold with pride the ways that they are bound up with 
the material realities of the place. Furthermore, many families 
participate in the mining sector and so are understood to some 
degree as being complicit in pollution.

This is a story that plays out far beyond the boundaries of 
Broken Hill. Mineral exploration and mining processes are 
central to the expansion and extraction mentality of frontier, 
settler culture in Australia. They contribute to continentwide 
environmental despoliation and contamination underpinned 
by pro-development ideology. This is the settler-colonial legacy 
that all must carry with them. It is an aspect of our uncom-
fortable ancestry that binds non-Indigenous Australians into 
relationships of violence to country and culture. Still today, the 
interests of the mining industry are repeatedly granted higher 
moral validity than that of human, social, and environmental 
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health. This is something that ought to be challenged, and yet 
it persists.

The Australian mining industry is saturated by a systemic 
culture of shirking environmental and health responsibilities 
and deflecting legacy issues to the public and local govern-
ment. Financial bonds—a common government “solution”—
are radically insufficient for best-practice remediation efforts. 
In Broken Hill, the bonds for site rehabilitation are passed 
along with the exchange of mining leases (set in the 1800s and 
drastically underpriced), and the regulators responsible for en-
forcing rehabilitation do not even live in the city. Often, com-
panies avoid cleanup by keeping nonoperating mines in a tem-
porary freeze so as to avoid closure and rehabilitation actions 
under the auspices of “care and maintenance,” known as moth-
balling. It also facilitates time for technological improvement 
that may permit additional extraction and further financial 
gain. Mothballing is continued either in perpetuity or until the 
company files for bankruptcy. In other cases, mines are sold for 
a small amount, allowing the responsible companies to side-
step or drastically reduce cleanup expenses.

At present, there are in excess of fifty thousand abandoned 
mines in Australia.8 The ongoing impact of mines once they 
have ceased operation receives little attention, but it is often 
in that aftermath that the true physical and emotional scars 
weave into patterns of community suffering. The criminologist 
Rob White points to the trade-offs between social and eco-
logical considerations and economic gain that mining inevi-
tably involves. He uses the term contaminated communities 
to describe the toxic and detrimental legacies that play out in 
human and nonhuman communities.9 This kinship with con-
tamination is not chosen or destined, it is not always evident, 
and it is never just.

Sometimes the narratives constructed by capitalist powers are 
so powerful that they work against active healing efforts. A 
powerful demonstration of this is in Queenstown, northwest-
ern Tasmania. Queenstown’s rivers run orange, and the effects 
of the ecological toxicity from acid-mine drainage spread far 
into the King and Queen Rivers, which carry heavy arsenic 
loads. The town itself is described by the writer Pete Hay as 
an “archetypal turn-of-century mining town.”10 Situated within 
today’s Tasmanian “west coast wilderness,” its political and 
cultural predilections as a mining town present a stark con-
trast to the preservationist green movement that has domi-
nated the area since the 1970s. In part because of this antag-
onism, locals hold a strong and proud view of their industrial 
history that thrived for more than one hundred years. More 

than a century of mining and smelting operations put continu-
al pressure on the surrounding hills, and what remains are the 
iconic pale orange hues of the lunar landscape, largely devoid 
of vegetation and popular with tourists. In 1993, the mine was 
scheduled to close and was required by law to conduct exten-
sive rehabilitation works, including a revegetation program, 
but the desolate hills and the vibrant river shades had become 
kin. Locals resisted and halted the remediation efforts. Such 
it is that a strong sense of place does not necessarily correlate 
with pro-environmental values; neither does the environmen-
tal philosopher Glenn Albrecht’s notion of “solastalgia”—the 
devastation felt at the loss of a sense of place—always relate to 
a move from ecological health to ecological destruction.11

In seeking to understand bioregional kinship and processes of 
making kin, we must remember to look to the contaminated 
communities in which unlikely kin are made. In these places, 
once-solid rocks become the chemicals that bind us and all 
beings in their wake, together with settler-colonial legacies, 
global relationships of capital and power, and local disad-
vantage. These communities are examples of what the envi-
ronmental philosopher Val Plumwood calls “shadow places”: 
those places forgotten in the ruins of capitalism, marred by 
environmental, social, and cultural desecration for the benefit 
of the wealth of distant others. Their bodies—geological and 
biological—and their respective stories are as deserving of our 
care as hopeful ones.

Paying attention to these places uncovers systemic cultural 
practices of harm that bind all who participate in the benefits 
of extractive capitalism into relationships of responsibility with 
contaminated kin. It is a responsibility to traditional owners, 
local ecologies, local people, and future generations that renders 
change a moral imperative. Val Plumwood advocates that to 
destabilize the power relations embedded in such places, we 
need a careful, bioregional, place-based critique.12 Such a cri-
tique challenges what the anthropologist Richard Howitt iden-
tifies as corporate narratives of development that “subsume 
everything into the story of the mine.”13 In my work with the 
Broken Hill community, the uncovering of these stories came 
about through historical research, collaborative art practices, 
inclusive place-based storytelling, and participatory action re-
search and workshops. Local stories are powerful in uncover-
ing the corporate myths, enduring legacies to human and non-
human communities, and true costs of extraction, while also 
giving voice to often-silenced concerns. Stories enable different 
timescales to coalesce, bringing geological timescales forward 
and sending political accountability backward.
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Stark questions of responsibility and accountability emerge 
from this example of local and global entanglements. Mining 
company fortunes foretell public health misfortunes. Minerals 
from Broken Hill are shipped around the world. What was once 
a locally owned industry has come under the control of inter-
national stakeholders. Global economies of extraction fill the 
pockets of international shareholders while lead continues to 
penetrate bodies. Extractive mentalities and accelerated climate 
change intersect to hasten devastation in a land already beset 
by extremes, of drought and flooding rains, of fragile soils and 
brittle ecologies. Today, as dust storms blow across the continent 
and fires rage in unprecedented and devastating capacity, the 
Earth is speaking back. In the words of the poet Judith Wright:

O sighing at the blistered door, darkening the evening star, 
the dust accuses. Our dream was the wrong dream, 
our strength was the wrong strength. 
Weary as we are, we must make a new choice, 
a choice more difficult than resignation.14

Just as it is with our human family, we are encoded in kin re-
lationships with our entire ancestral lines, not just those of 
which we are fond. They write themselves into our genes as 
they do our soils. Sometimes our histories bind us into living 
with unexpected aspects of place so that they become our fa-
miliar acquaintances—even when degraded and sickening—re-
inforced through global systems of capital, power, and evasion 
of responsibility. By paying attention to the very local and very 
physical entanglements that endure within contaminated com-
munities, by lifting up silenced voices of human and nonhu-
man kin, by making visible the oftentimes invisible legacies of 
mineral manipulations, the future may be called to be a little 
bit more just. We must reckon with our ancestral kin as they 
speak through the bodies of people and earth, in relationships 
of beauty as much as of contamination.

Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
Vol. 2: Place.
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In the wooded den of a local park

Named by a man who has not lived

Half the lifetimes of its giant dusky-limbed ancestors,

Barren tree colonnades circumscribe the shorn-footed paths,

Flinging wide their aisles in trust.

This place has been named passive

For its low development and I cannot help

But wonder over how it yields for us.

Apart from the worlds we make in our minds

There is right here another more primordial one

Growing alongside the vast tracts of highways

Burrowing through the passages of deep time.

Here, where these sylvan sisters rejoice in their Spring nudity

Shy but never ashamed.

No matter the dermis of flayed tree bark

Swinging in the shaded wind, disclosing its hollowed entrails,

No matter the newcomers with calorie tracking devices,

Oldcomers with their slow and lowly gate, no matter who does 

or does not take notice.

Here, are the braided vines sprawling atop the emerald campus

Of early shrubs bulbing their diminutive heads.

Somewhere among Others
MANON VOICE
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Here, is the scalped crown of timber bearing an effigy

Of a wounded lord of nature omitted of hands

Watching over this earthly haven

Of bitter soil and darkened wood

And other countless slain, vouchsafing their cambium

Pulverized to rubiginous dust.

Here, contiguous trunk plinths rounded as requiems

And lattices of wooden crucifixes,

And a bonfire made of thick limbs above the creek,

The timorous flow of water beneath.

Here, the towers of oaks and lindens bearing

Their fresh foliage as wreaths,

The interweaving of hands,

The mothers who push their wisdom into the plexus of  

their young

In the community of life, death and rebirth,

And giving and giving away.

And in all the world making for itself a name

Praises for the anonymity of this ecology,

The life that is satisfied to move in the night

And make a celebration of endarkenment.
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And of all those in the world making for themselves names,

Have I ever dared to be unknown; to be one simply satisfied 

with belonging among the many of others?

Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
Vol. 3: Partners. 
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O ver the past two decades, a remarkable body of sci-
entific literature has emerged on the intelligence and 
sheer virtuosity of plants, and a maverick group of 

scientists and philosophers now talk about “vegetal conscious-
ness.” One of the leaders in this field is Monica Gagliano, an 
Italian evolutionary ecologist who is a senior research fellow at 
the University of Sydney in Australia.

Her groundbreaking experiments with Mimosa pudica, known 
as the “sensitive plant,” because it instantly closes its leaves 
when touched, revealed that plants learn and remember, 
shattering the shibboleth that only animals with brains and 
neurons have this capacity. Another experiment showed how 
peas make decisions when navigating a maze, choosing to grow 
toward flowing water that they can actually hear.

Gagliano has also written a highly personal memoir, Thus Spoke 
the Plant, that revealed another dimension of her life. She re-
counts a series of prophetic dreams, along with trips to Peru and 
the United States to study with shamans and indigenous healers, 
with whom she had experiences with ayahuasca and other psy-
choactive substances. Her experiences of “talking” with plants 
and even receiving instruction from them have stretched the 
boundaries of what scientists are willing to divulge.

I talked with Gagliano at Dartmouth College, where she was a 
visiting scholar. We spoke about the new field of plant intel-
ligence and her efforts to reconcile the seemingly conflicting 
realities of modern science and indigenous ways of knowing.

◆ ◆ ◆

Steve Paulson: Was there a particular moment or turning 
point when you realized you wanted to devote your profession-
al life to plants?

Monica Gagliano: It feels more like it was decided for me. 
And then I had only a choice. Either you follow or you follow. 
So guess what? I followed.

Steve Paulson: Can you explain what happened?

Monica Gagliano: I originally trained as a marine ecologist 
and worked with animals, specifically fish on the Great Barrier 
Reef. I was in the water most of the time, so I spent a lot of 
time getting to know these animals, not just as my objects of 
research but also as subjects. And then one day, the fish taught 
me a big lesson: “We’re not here just for your science. We are 
here because we have our own lives, our own stories to tell.” 
That kind of changed a bit of everything.

Plants, Collective 
Metaphysics, and the 
Birthright of Kinship:  
An Interview with  
Monica Gagliano
STEVE PAULSON
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Steve Paulson: Because you realized at that point that to do 
your research, you had to kill these fish to study them?

Monica Gagliano: Exactly. And it became very clear to me 
that there was no question that was important or big enough to 
justify me killing another being. So, yes, that kind of triggered 
a professional as well as personal crisis. And I had just moved 
from one side of Australia to take up a position in western 
Australia. I moved into a new home and started a new veggie 
patch. As I was planning the garden, planting and creating this 
new space, it became very clear, while I had my hands in the 
dirt, that I could use plants to ask the same questions. And why 
haven’t we asked these questions with plants before? We don’t 
want to really face the answer, whatever the answer is, espe-
cially if the answer points to the fact that plants, like anything 
around us, are actually alive and kicking. And they have their 
own story to tell. They’re not just sticks in the ground.

Steve Paulson: Some of the words you use to describe the 
response of plants in your experiments is that they understand 
and learn. And you’re suggesting they remember. We do not 
normally associate those functions with plants.

Monica Gagliano: For me, to use the words memory and 
learning feels totally appropriate. I know that some of my col-
leagues accuse me of anthropomorphizing. But actually, there 
is nothing anthropomorphic about this. These are terms that 
refer to certain processes. And memory and learning are not 
two separate processes. They are one and the same. You can’t 
learn unless you can remember. So if a plant is ticking all the 
boxes and is doing what you would expect a rat or a mouse or a 
bee to do, then for me she’s passing the test, and I don’t really 
care whether it is a plant. The test is being passed and whoever 
passed the test can be said to be learning or remembering.

Steve Paulson: You are describing a level of intelligence in 
these plants that’s pretty sophisticated. Do you have a working 
definition of intelligence?

Monica Gagliano: That’s one of those touchy subjects. 
Intelligence really underscores decision making, learning, 
memory, choice. As you can imagine, all those words are also 
loaded. They belong in the cognitive realm. That’s why I define 
all of this work as cognitive ecology.

Steve Paulson: This is a very controversial position among 
scientists. The common criticism of your views is that an or-
ganism needs a brain, or at least a nervous system, to be able to 
learn or remember. Of course, plants don’t have neurons. Are 
you saying neurons are not required for intelligence?

Monica Gagliano: Science is full of assumptions and pre-
suppositions that we don’t question. But who said the brain 
and the neurons are essential for any form of intelligence or 
learning or cognition? Who decided that? And when I say 
neurons and brains are not required, it’s not to say that they’re 
not important. For those organisms like ourselves and many 
animals who do have neurons and brains, it’s amazing. But if 
we look at the base of the animal kingdom, sponges don’t have 
neurons. They look like plants because, when they’re adults, 
they settle on the bottom of the ocean and pretty much just sit 
there forever. Yet if you look at the sponge’s genome, they have 
the genetic code for the neural system. It’s almost like, from an 
evolutionary perspective, they simply decided that developing 
a neural system was not useful. So they went a different way. 
Why would you invest that energy if you don’t need it? You can 
achieve the same task in different ways.

Steve Paulson: Your critics say these are just automatic 
adaptive responses. This is not really learning.

Monica Gagliano: It’s the job of science to revise itself. It’s 
the job of science to be humble enough to realize that we ac-
tually make mistakes in our thinking, but we can correct that. 
Science grows by correcting and modifying and adjusting what 
we once thought was the fact. Can you as a scientist create the 
space for these others to express their own, in this case, “plant-
ness,” instead of expecting them to become more like you? 
The plant is doing this in a plant way. So can we appreciate 
the plantness or the animalness or the humanness of differ-
ent beings?

Steve Paulson: There’s an emerging field of what’s called 
vegetal consciousness. But I think there’s a popular under-
standing that for an organism to be conscious, it has to have 
an emotional life. Do you think plants can feel pain? Can they 
experience joy?

Monica Gagliano: It depends on what you mean by feeling 
and joy and all of that. It also depends on where you are ex-
pecting the plant to feel those things, if it does, and how you 
recognize them in a human way. I mean, plants might have 
more joy than we do. It’s just that we don’t know because we’re 
not plants.

We have only talked about this from the scientific perspective, 
which is the Western view of the world. It comes straight from 
the Greeks, the Romans, and the medieval times. All of those 
dudes—because most of them were men—had certain ways of 
seeing the world. And we also know that this perspective has 
literally occupied the worldview of others.
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But the worldview that I’m talking about, for example, is the 
Indigenous worldview. Why is that less valuable? Why is that 
way of knowing completely wiped under the carpet as if it 
doesn’t have anything to say? When you actually do explore 
those perspectives, they require your experience. You can’t just 
understand them by thinking about them. My own personal ex-
perience tells me that plants definitely feel many things. I don’t 
know if they would use those words to describe joy or sadness, 
but they are feeling bodies. We are feeling bodies.

Steve Paulson: You’ve studied with shamans in Indigenous 
cultures, and you’ve taken ayahuasca and other psychoactive 
substances. Why did you seek out those experiences?

Monica Gagliano: I didn’t. They sought me. So I just fol-
lowed [laughs]. They just arrived in my life. You know, those 
are important doors that you need to open, and you either 
walk through or you don’t. I simply decided to walk through. 
I had this weird series of three dreams while I was in Australia 
doing my normal life. By the time the third dream came, it was 
very clear that the people I was dreaming of were real people. 
They were waiting somewhere in this reality, in this world. And 
the next thing, I’m buying a ticket and going to Peru, and my 
partner at the time is looking at me like, what are you doing? 
[Laughs]. I have no idea, but I need to go. As a scientist, I find 
this is the most scientific approach that I’ve ever had. It’s like 
there is something asking a question and calling you to meet 
the answer. The answer is already there and is waiting for 
you, if you are prepared to open the door and cross through. 
And I did. So I think it was a very scientific approach to go 
and explore.

Steve Paulson: What did you do in Peru?

Monica Gagliano: The first time I went, I found this place 
that was in my dream. It was just exactly the same as what I 
saw in my dream. It was the same man I saw in my dream, grin-
ning in the same way as he was in my dream. So I just worked 
with him, trying to learn as much as I could about myself with 
his support.

Steve Paulson: This was a local shaman whom you identify 
as Don M. And there was a particular plant substance, a hallu-
cinogen, that you took.

Monica Gagliano: I did what they call a dieta, which is basi-
cally a quiet, intense time in isolation that you do on your own 
in a little hut. You are just relating with the plant that the elder 
is deciding on. So, for me, the plant that I worked with wasn’t 
by itself a psychedelic in the normal way of thinking about it. 

But of course, all plants are psychedelic. Even your food is psy-
chedelic, because it changes your brain chemistry and your 
neurobiology all the time you eat. Sugars, almonds—all sorts 
of neurotransmitters are flying everywhere. So again, even the 
idea of what a psychedelic experience is needs to be revised 
because a lot of people might think that it is only about certain 
plants. And I find that all plants are psychedelic. I can sit in 
my garden. I don’t have to ingest anything and I can feel very 
altered by that experience.

Steve Paulson: So there was a very particular regimen 
that you went through under the guidance of the shaman. 
What happened?

Monica Gagliano: I learned what I needed to learn, and then 
I left and took that knowing with me, which took a long time to 
unpack and unfold, of course. And still, sometimes little things 
arrive in my head and I’m like, “Oh, my God. I know where 
that comes from.” And it took ten years to actually open up and 
show itself and provide the meaning that makes sense to me so 
that I can use that bit of information to do whatever it is that I 
need to do.

Steve Paulson: Did you feel like you were communicating 
with the plants when you were in Peru?

Monica Gagliano: I communicate with everything all the 
time. So not just in Peru. Not just with that plant. Once you 
start working with these plants in this way—and maybe this 
is why the curanderos in all sorts of traditions are so proud of 
those relationships—these others are living with you. So you 
are not just one, but you become a collective. And I guess we 
are always a collective. In literal terms as well. You know, we 
have viruses and bacteria living with us all the time. But to have 
also these other metaphysical aspects indicates our metaphys-
ics is not singular. We are a collective. So, yeah, it’s almost like, 
well, the plants are here. The ones that I have dieted with, the 
ones I really spent time with to build the relationship, I did as 
you would with any friends of yours.

Steve Paulson: It sounds like these plants were your teach-
ers. Did they have specific information to tell you about your 
life and your work?

Monica Gagliano: Yeah, I mean, some of the plants tell me 
exactly how wrong I was in thinking about my experiments and 
how I should be doing them to get them to work. And I’m like, 
“Really?” I’m scribbling down without really understanding. 
Then I go in the lab and try what they say. And even then, there 
is a part of me that doesn’t really believe it. For one experiment, 
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the one on the Pavlovian pea, I was trying to address that ques-
tion the year before with a different plant. I was using sunflow-
ers. And while I was doing my dieta with a different tree back 
in Peru, the plant just turned up and said, “By the way, not 
sunflowers. Peas.” And I’m like, “What?” People always think 
that when you have these experiences, you’re supposed to un-
derstand the secrets of the universe. No, my plants are usually 
quite practical [laughs]. And they were right.

Steve Paulson: What do you do with these kinds of personal 
experiences? You are a scientist who’s been trained to observe 
and study and measure the physical world. But this is an en-
tirely different kind of reality. Can you reconcile these two dif-
ferent realities?

Monica Gagliano: I have the feeling now in hindsight that 
I was all along the target, that the plants were calling me to 
experience what I’ve experienced exactly for that purpose. It’s 
like: can you become comfortable walking between these two 
worlds? They look so separate and different, but actually they 
are the same, but most of the time you are just only paying 
attention to half of it. Can you learn to pay attention to all of 
it all the time? I think there are some presuppositions that a 
scientist should just explore the consensus reality that most of 
us experience in more or less the same way. But I don’t see 
why. From its earliest centuries, science has always been about 
experimentation and observation. And it is always personal, 
because it’s you observing and it’s you experimenting as the 
scientist. So I don’t really have a conflict because I find this is 
just part of experimenting and exploring. If anything, I found 
that it has enriched and expanded the science I do.

Steve Paulson: You have said that you’ve come to think of 
a plant as a subject rather than an object. Can you explain 
what you mean?

Monica Gagliano: It’s very simple, because if you objecti-
fy not just plants but even animals or other humans, you are 
actually allowing or giving yourself permission or justification 
to do whatever you want because objects don’t have rights, 
objects don’t have their own identity. They don’t scream at you 
because they’re not happy. They don’t try to sue you. From that 
perspective, objects are something you use. In fact, even the 
UN definition of biotechnology is about uses of animals and 
plants, which, of course, is what GM [genetic modification] 
technology is about. Biotechnology uses these others as objects 
for whatever they want—in this case, for business and profit. 
For me, the question of use and the question of object are one 
and the same. Therefore, I cannot work with someone, whether 

a plant or a human or an animal, and not recognize that they 
have their own story. So they are subjects in themselves and 
they have their subjective story to tell. So I don’t use them, but 
I collaborate with them.

Steve Paulson: What does it mean to think of a plant or to 
interact with a plant as a subject? What changes when you look 
through that lens?

Monica Gagliano: There is an honoring of the life that is 
there. By objectifying, you take away the life.

Steve Paulson: It sounds like you’re saying the plant has 
some sense of being, or, to use different language, a soul. And 
maybe that extends even to inanimate objects, like rocks and 
rivers. Do you see everything around you as alive? I mean, in 
an animistic sense, is there beingness within everything in the 
natural world?

Monica Gagliano: It shouldn’t really be that controver-
sial, but we’re still discussing it. And what you’re describing 
is exactly how I feel about the entire question of conscious-
ness. For me, consciousness doesn’t arise from matter, but it is 
the substrate from which different forms of matter arise. And 
from that perspective, there is no conflict to think that plants 
would be conscious, because consciousness is to me what we 
call essence. That is, you know, life. And life takes many forms. 
Some of them are biological and some are not.

I’d rather assume that consciousness is everywhere and then 
we can refine later, rather than the opposite, because if we 
get this wrong, that would be really quite serious. Wouldn’t it 
be safer to just allow for it rather than to decide a priori that 
it can’t be?

Steve Paulson: You are challenging centuries of 
Enlightenment thinking and presenting a different way of 
knowing the world than the scientific materialism of the vast 
majority of scientists.

Monica Gagliano: Yeah [chuckles]. Is that a problem? Are 
they going to burn me at the stake? They probably would if they 
could. But it’s not kosher in our society to burn people at the 
stake because they think differently.

Steve Paulson: More and more people these days are talking 
about kinship with the more-than-human world. Does this 
idea of kinship resonate with you?

Monica Gagliano: Yeah, I like the word. Kinship contains 
this idea of family. It extends the concept of family beyond 
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my blood sister or blood brother. And then you extend it to 
the nonhuman and even to place. You know, there are places 
where I just feel love for. So I think kinship and love are very 
closely connected. And it’s important at this time in particular 
because we care for things we love. We definitely don’t destroy 
them because we don’t want to see them die. So kinship can be 
a very potent medicine for this time.

Steve Paulson: So you’re saying kinship is not just an idea or 
a theory. There’s a practice that’s involved, there are implica-
tions for how we should live.

Monica Gagliano: And here at Dartmouth I was talking with 
colleagues from the environmental humanities, which is a rel-
atively new academic area. And they were telling me how the 
new students are flocking to these courses on environmental 
humanities because it’s one of the few places that brings to-
gether the best of the humanities and the best of environmen-
tal science. The students realize that we can’t separate those 
two. You know, the humanities allow you to talk about, for 
example, love or empathy. And science allows you to work out 
which method would work to care about this. So when you put 
the two together, you’re really empowering people to think and 
act in a way that is based on kinship.

Steve Paulson: As I listen to you, I get the sense that you are 
giving us a world that is magical and enchanted. If you could 
spread that vision to all of us, how would the world change?

Monica Gagliano: First of all, I’m not giving you anything.

Steve Paulson: I know, I don’t mean to turn you into a guru, 
but if a lot of people saw the world the way you’re describing it, 
what would it look like?

Monica Gagliano: It would be a very different place. The 
thing is, we all see it exactly as I’m describing it when we are 
kids. So whatever practice works for you. Maybe you are an 
ultramarathon runner and that’s what gets you in that soft spot 
where you are feeling connected to the world in a very deep and 
profound and kind of mystical way. Or you’re doing yoga, or 
meditation, or when you are reading—who knows what works 
for you? But whatever it is you do, when you find yourself arriv-
ing in that place, expand that space and take it everywhere you 
go. Then you are changing the world because you’re creating a 
vision that is very different from the one of disconnection and 
lack of care and lack of love that we are experiencing at the 
moment because we are responsible for dreaming it that way. 
So this is almost like it’s part of our heritage, because as kids 
we all come as totally magical beings in a magical world. And 

then we kind of get lost because we’re trained to think, This is 
not how we do it. But we can also train ourselves and others 
in a different way. We can remind each other that this place is 
actually pretty amazing. If you really stop and think about what 
this place is and how incredible it is that you can breathe, that 
is a pretty psychedelic experience in itself. And then you will 
start seeing everything and everyone in a different way. You 
know, it’s not difficult because it’s our birthright.
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She says my hair smells

like corn tortillas.

I raise an eyebrow.

After all those honeysuckle

and papaya shampoos,

I can’t believe my scalp hasn’t soaked up

the scent of blossom

or the perfume of rainfall.

No, she’s my mother,

and she insists

that even as a little girl,

my whole bedroom breathed

corn tortillas.

Pressing nose to pillowcase,

I search for masa,

reach back before molcajete and plow

to a dusky meadow,

its bed of soil flecked with teosinte,

ancestor grasses.

Up through the dark follicles of my skull

covered in sun-cracked husks,

push the black-brown silk strands, cocooning thirsty kernels.

Maíz sprouts into fields of thought bearing hybrid rows of words

that fall like teeth

from the mouths of the dead.

Cornflowers
BRENDA CÁRDENAS
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People usually consider walking on water or in thin air a miracle. But 

I think the real miracle is not to walk either on water or in thin air, 

but to walk on earth. Every day we are engaged in a miracle which 

we don’t even recognize: a blue sky, white clouds, green leaves, the 

black, curious eyes of a child—our own two eyes. All is a miracle.

—Thich Nhat Hanh, The Miracle of Mindfulness, 1999

T he concept of race is a recent concept and social con-
struct in human history. Many sociologists and biol-
ogists do not see race as real. Yet it is real in terms 

of the damage done to people, particularly those who are 
already marginalized. It also damages those who perpetrate 
social hierarchies based on race and materially benefit from 
this caste system. The concept of race has propagated a social 
system rooted in a color code that I have begun to refer to as a 
system of “skinfolk.” By virtue of having very recent ancestors 
of African descent, according to this social construct, I belong 
to skinfolks often described as the “Blacks.”

“Blacks” as a skinfolk category did not always exist, and it is 
distressing that contemporary notions of race and skinfolk 
are now retroactively used to describe the panoply of human-
ity throughout history. One example is the oft-repeated state-
ment that Blacks sold Blacks into slavery and were therefore 
complicit in the perpetration of the Atlantic slave trade that 
brought millions of “Black” people to the Western Hemisphere 

or the Americas. During the period of the Atlantic slave 
trade, however, there were no “Black” people. Instead, there 
were ethnic groups that did not recognize divisions based on 
skin color.

Nor did color similarities—what might be called “skinship”—
translate into kinship. The phenomenon of ethnic conflict is, 
of course, not unique to “Black” people. Ethnic conflict is a 
profoundly destructive part of human history and interactions. 
Lest we think that conflicts between skinfolks are confined to 
Black skinfolks, one need only consider the historical religious 
strife in Northern Ireland, the tension between the Walloons 
and French in Belgium, the competition for supremacy in Asia 
between China and Japan, or the conflict between Muslim and 
Hindu skinfolks in India. Contemporary conflicts also continue 
to occur between people whose skinship is presumed to be the 
same; for example, conflicts between ethnic communities rage 
across Africa, persist between Haitians and Dominicans, and 
manifest on the streets in urban areas large and small across 
the United States.

The profound tragedy that my skinfolk have experienced since 
the inception of the slave trade and subsequent periods of ra-
cialized oppression is well known. The process of forced migra-
tion during the enslavement period resulted in Africans from 
different ethnic groups being separated and thrown together as 

Skinfolk, Kinfolk, and the 
Kinship of Oneness
ORRIN WILLIAMS



90   ORRIN WILLIAMS

a way to reduce the likelihood of revolt. This was also a critical 
part of an attempt to destroy diverse African cultural systems 
and beliefs.

Yet as it is sometimes said: in crisis appears opportunity. As 
cruel as the attempted erasure of African cultures was, this 
intermingling of African ways of life also opened opportuni-
ties rooted in skinship, including social and cultural concepts 
such as pan-Africanism, which espouses positive Black cultur-
al ideas and seeks to overthrow negative patterns of thought 
associated with blackness. Cultural consciousness is an anti-
dote to the destructive aspects of enslavement, oppression, and 
colonialism—a pathway to healing from the intergenerational 
traumas experienced by those identified as occupying enslaved, 
oppressed, or colonized classes.

As a platform for social cohesion, skinship could be critically 
broadened by focusing on kinship. What is apparent is that a 
(r)evolution is in order, and it must be waged via a campaign 
that is rooted in the recognition that all people are sacred 
beings and thus kin. Pan-African and Black consciousness 
movements contain nascent ideals that open fresh pathways 
for considering what kinship means. We can no longer afford 
to be in perpetual conflict with one another. It does not matter 
which sector is evaluated, from the economy to spirituality. 
The divisions that perpetrate war and hate must be ended; 
kinship must prevail if healing cultural and ecological trauma 
is a priority.

Just as a lack of kinship recognition among peoples leads to in-
evitable conflict and attempts at ethnic domination, the current 
dominant economic “system” reveals a lack of kinship recog-
nition between human and nonhuman worlds. This system 
is extractive at every level, perpetuating industries that mine 
everything—from the fish in the ocean to rare-earth minerals 
to fossil fuels. Extractive social interactions in Western social 
systems mirror patterns of extractive practices such as mining. 
Moreover, extractive social interactions and extractive econo-
mies often reproduce the same negative biological, social, cul-
tural, and psychological impacts.

Marginalized and oppressed people and communities are par-
ticularly susceptible to extractive social mining, which mani-
fests in societal pollutants such as the “drug war,” extractive ed-
ucation systems, standardized testing, and the entertainment 
complex.1 If marginalized and oppressed people “perform” 
well, on the basis of an extractive separation process, they are 
selected for professional, technical, and scientific positions. 
More often, they are placed in social strata where they are 

subject to the prison-industrial complex, retail and warehouse 
jobs, and gig and underground economies. For whichever cat-
egory one is selected, the outcome of marginalization remains. 
This happens regardless of titles, awards, and achievements. 
(In this respect, one might note reactions to the Obama pres-
idency; or the assassination of Nobel Prize winner Dr. Martin 
Luther King; or the barely recognized contributions of Dr. 
Mark Dean, a person of African descent who invented the per-
sonal computer platform that we recognize today.)

Similarly, many people captured and transported during the 
enslavement period were selected because of their agricultural 
knowledge of crops such as rice and indigo. One result was the 
huge agricultural region known as the “rice bowl” that thrived 
in the southeastern United States, which, at least in my mind, 
is an early example of intellectual property theft. This led to 
the enrichment of some at the expense of marginalized and en-
slaved people whose well-being was treated as less important, 
regardless of their knowledge. Such enslavement, marginaliza-
tion, and extraction among humans finds ongoing echoes in 
how the rest of our ecosphere is treated.

◆ ◆ ◆

My cumulative study, exposure to, and practices of Buddhism, 
Taoism, Rastafarianism, Traditional African Spirituality, and 
other global Indigenous shamanic systems have formed my 
commitment to kinship. This was fueled by episodes of realiza-
tion that go back as far as I can remember.

Those episodes of realization began when I was only six years 
old. On a family trip to visit my great-grandmother in Florida, I 
was with my parents and grandparents and we wound up at the 
site of a carnival. I remember wanting to go to the carnival, but 
I was told no. I whined, as children often do, until my grandfa-
ther finally said, “Let him go.” I got in line, although no one else 
from my family followed. When at last I reached the entrance, 
a white man—who I can still visualize almost sixty-five years 
later—told me, “Niggers can’t come in here.” As I walked back 
to my family, I vividly recall my reaction, which was a resolu-
tion: I would begin a journey to unravel why I was treated that 
way and what could be done to ensure that no one would ever 
be treated that way again. I also remember my grandfather’s 
gaze. He had imparted a gift of wisdom—one that keeps giving 
to this day. It is manifest in gifts such as this piece I am now 
writing and in the admittedly imperfect ways I try to live a life 
of peace, love, and interconnection.

In contrast, on that same trip, I remember running up and down 
beaches on the Gulf of Mexico chasing crabs and accompanying 
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my great aunt to the pier every morning to purchase fish and 
seafood as the fisherfolk brought in their daily catch. I remem-
ber being barefoot virtually all the time, except to go to church 
or another event where (I guess) shoes were required. I tuned 
into the feel of the warm earth encircling my feet. I remember 
the morning rain and the afternoon heat.

I also remember pockets in Chicago that held on to a bit of 
the wild. Near my grandparents’ building, I spent quiet, secret 
times with the dragonflies, tadpoles, and reeds.

When I served in the US Air Force in my twenties, I was sent to 
Thailand. Before that, my only experience with “Orientals” was 
in Chicago’s local Chinatown or at the Chinese laundry near 
my home. I thought Asia and China were equivalent. My brain 
exploded in Thailand when I encountered various local people, 
some of whom were darker than me with hair nappier than 
mine. This diversity was expressed in the food, as well, which 
was not “Chinese” but a reflection of the mélange of humanity 
I encountered. The ecology of the country also awakened my 
connection with the natural world, which was solidified later 
by a general ecology course that helped me recognize clearly 
the web of life and how I was part of it.

In more recent years, episodes of realization about my true in-
terconnected self occur particularly during the early morning 
hours of three to about five, when the veil between the cosmic 
spirit realm and the earthly realm is the thinnest. Sometimes I 
will tune in to my breath and recognize that it is a miracle, that 
my life and that of all beings is a miracle, and the word miracle 
becomes a mantra recited silently with each exhalation.

When I am looking out of the window of a building or when I 
am in the car, I sometimes begin a spontaneous mantra of “in-
terbeing,” repeating that word silently with every being I see, 
be it a human, bird, dog, or rabbit.

Similarly, spontaneous episodes of realization occur when I 
sit in my garden, or at a park, or a farm, watching the gather-
ing of birds and pollinators while connecting with each plant 
spirit. Then the mantra “gratitude” emerges from somewhere 
deep inside, forming a chorus with the singing birds and other 
ambient sounds.

Every instance brings the potential realization of kinship and 
interdependent origination. As the Buddhist and clinical psy-
chologist Jack Kornfield reminds us in the title of his book After 
the Ecstasy, the Laundry, whether we must go to work, wash 
the dishes, or clean up, when considered deeply and mindfully, 
these are opportunities for fulfillment.

◆ ◆ ◆

Observing the world from a broader vantage point, or what I 
sometimes call my “cosmic perch,” I see my beautiful brown 
skin not as a symbol of caste, enslavement, inferiority, or op-
pression but as a remarkable expression of resilience, adapta-
tion, and expression of DNA. That DNA clicked on to protect 
my ancestors from the rays sent forth by Grandfather Sun as 
he provided valuable nutrients such as vitamin D to our naked 
tropical bodies. My skin is thus a tribute to a profound cosmic 
and sacred connection to the oneness of all things.

Thus, I proclaim that we are cosmic stuff, sourced from the 
same stuff that forms all actions and manifestations of the 
Cosmic Mother-Father. The cosmic flow is in its totality in-
comprehensible, yet, sacred and profound and in that knowl-
edge, I stand in awe as our hominid ancestors must have done. 
As such, I find the source and wisdom for my kinship with all 
beings, be they microscopic, plant, animal, soil, or rock.

As I look out at the world, from a cosmic perspective I see re-
markable diversity that has adapted to life on this planet. The 
humanscape is rich because as kin we have adapted to live in 
a multitude of lifescapes—from the Arctic Circle, to the moun-
tains, to the savanna and the forests—drawing sustenance from 
the water sources and soils where we evolved and adapted to 
the ecosystems and bioregions where our ancestors settled.

At present, most of us no longer live in isolated patches of com-
munity. We are at some level aware of one another and our 
remarkable diversity. I can say with certainty when looking 
deeply from my cosmic perch that I see kinship with all the hu-
manscape. Sometimes it is difficult to reach that level of wisdom 
and discernment when faced with the various social constructs 
and interactions we currently experience. Yet at a deep spiritu-
al level, I can see who I am, and myself in others, as kin.

When I connect to oneness—or “interbeing,” as the great 
Dharma teacher Thich Nhat Hanh calls it—I can shake off any 
notion of insignificance. Instead of feeling as though I were a 
single grain of sand on a vast beach, I am filled with a sense that 
I am part of a grand system, and my connection to it means 
that I am an embodiment of that system. The same conscious 
connection to the cosmos elicits feelings of oneness in me. At 
the level of being a sentient being on Mother Earth, I therefore 
see myself as being in kinship with all sentient and nonsentient 
beings on this grand planet.

The task at hand, as I see it, is how we might craft a conscious-
ness of kinship and oneness that allows us to see each human, 
plant, animal, river, lake, ocean, and microbe as a sacred 
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whole. From this consciousness, new and evolving systems of 
stewardship, rights, economies, and practices that are rooted 
in biomimicry can arise.

The work of multiple organizations that I have the honor to 
work with reflect the movement toward shifting paradigms 
attuned to a (r)evolution that is both human and ecological-
ly oriented. They also offer opportunities to reject paradigms 
that separate humans from the “other,” moving humans di-
rectly into integration with global ecosystems and kinship with 
all beings.

For example, the Sweet Water Foundation, with its dedication 
to sustainable farming practices and providing a portion of the 
farming yields to community members who have little income, 
is a project devoted to land stewardship and a just economy.

Similarly, Growing Home is the only certified organic urban 
farm in Chicago. Under its leadership, it is devoted to increasing 
the amount of produce available to a community lacking access 
to healthy food and experiencing food insecurity. This initia-
tive is the epitome of systemic and environmental changes, in 
which the food is grown at a price that reflects the economic 
reality of the Greater Englewood community in Chicago.

Likewise, our work in partnership with the Stein Learning 
Garden at St. Sabina and the Chicago Grows Food initiative are 
committed to expanding the number of people and households 
that grow some of their food. One of the salient points in our 
partnership is using gardening to reconnect people not only 
to their food but also to our relationship to Mother Earth and 
Father Sky.

These local initiatives align with many initiatives around this 
amazing planet to preserve our fisheries, protect our soils 
through regenerative farming, and clean our air and waters, 
thus actualizing the common admonition to “think globally, 
act locally.”

May the cosmic dance—the choreography of planetary and 
cosmic unfolding—continue. May that be the dance that de-
termines our future rather than the machinations of a handful 
of imperfect beings who are determined to act in disharmony 
with the divine, cosmic order that is the source of our existence.

When I’m sitting on my garden perch instead of my cosmic 
perch, I am well aware that I live in a world shaped by various 
skinships. I struggle within and against such constructs that 
unthinkingly or deliberately aim to keep myself and others “in 
our place.” Those kinds of racialized skinships are oblivious to 
the more fundamental kinships we share as fellow earthlings. 

We must resist their extractivist logics and oppressive forces. 
On the South Side of Chicago and beyond, I work toward prac-
ticing these kinships. And sometimes, looking out from my 
garden perch, where I can see my kin all around me, a familiar 
mantra repeats in my head: gratitude, bumblebee; gratitude, 
flower; gratitude, birdsong; gratitude, soil; gratitude, human 
kinfolk; gratitude, interbeing. I sometimes think of the little 
boy at that carnival entrance, stung by hateful words of divi-
sion. I respond: “I am not simply a Black boy; I am a being 4.5 
billion years old.”

Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
Vol. 4: Persons.
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Language is the foundation of civilization. It is the glue that holds a 

people together. It is the first weapon drawn in a conflict.

—from the film Arrival (2016)

T he winds toss the brown autumn leaves in the chilled 
morning air as I walk with a mentor, Birgil Kills 
Straight, of the Lakota Nation, along the barbed-wire 

barriers. We linger behind our group of international visitors 
who have come to Auschwitz-Birkenau, Poland, the largest 
concentration camp during World War II, to spend four days 
of silent remembering for those who perished during the “Final 
Solution” from 1940 to 1945.

It was here that I began to ponder, listen, and then ques-
tion: Why would anyone seek a “Final Solution” to extermi-
nate others? On this annual pilgrimage of remembrance, our 
group of Zen Peacemakers walks the perimeter of the barracks, 
ringed by electric fence. We stop at various points along the 
two-mile route, offering words and tears. Our group includes 
the children and grandchildren of those who were extermi-
nated or those who survived the death camps. At the stopping 
points, I placed canli (tobacco) to express my thoughts—in the 

traditional manner of laying tobacco on the Earth—alongside 
a question: “What can be done to create a common knowledge 
and shared understanding among diverse humanity?”

I think humans struggle with the meaning of knowledge, often 
believing themselves to be its sole owners. Might we connect 
to another way of knowing, in which understanding is derived 
from watching how life nurtures living?

At Birkenau, we walked through sections of the camp that were 
oddly named: “Canada” and “Mexico.” Canada contained the 
warehouses for all the things the Nazis took from the prison-
ers. Coats, food, kitchen implements, luggage, eyeglasses, false 
teeth, wigs, shoes—all the valuables that had any material 
worth, and everything else that could be salvaged. Europeans 
in those days considered Canada a place of wealth and pros-
perity. So the camp’s authorities called this place of pillaged 
belongings Canada. The prisoners who got to work there had 
a privileged position of surviving by finding food and other 
things from what was taken from the luggage. Mexico was the 
area of the camp to the south of Canada where they would haze 
the prisoners after they were stripped of all valuables; it was 
called Mexico as a reference to lawlessness.

Nurturing Thoughts
TIOKASIN GHOSTHORSE
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My mind abhors borders, walls, and barriers that are created 
to divide and conquer, whether on land or in language. I seek 
to understand the origins of perceptions that find only differ-
ences between us and promote indifference to the experiences 
of others. Such barriers were fully on display in this section 
of Birkenau.

The sun was high as we walked around the perimeter of the 
camp. Between “Mexico” and “Canada” our group gathered 
in a circle. The four Natives—a Lenape-Shawnee and three 
Lakota—came forward within the circle to offer a canunpa, 
or a pipe ceremony, for what we had heard throughout the 
morning. As Birgil filled the pipe, and I sang the four-direc-
tions song, I noticed the enormous flocks of birds, rabbits, 
and a small herd of deer in the distance that had negotiated 
their way between the cordoned-off barbed-wire fences into 
a no-man’s-land where humans were not allowed to wander. 
These other animals had ignored the boundaries created 
by humans.

In my experience, when Native people gather in a circle for cer-
emony, oftentimes others naturally gather in this circle forma-
tion as well. I have wondered if it is a mark of respect for our 
ways, or if the people who gather feel some distant memory, 
within themselves, of the nature of the circle.

So, there I was, holding fundamental thoughts, fundamental 
questions, seeding relationally into the circle. I felt fully aware, 
seeing and feeling, noticing every facial movement and hand 
gesture among us. Then, like the lifting fog around us, there 
arose a knowing intuition, a medicine moving among us, as if 
the others understood a memory without having to mouth the 
words. In this circle, everyone was equal, balanced, quiet, re-
spectful, and conscious. The birds stopped flying, and the deer 
and rabbits remained still, observing the participants.

I began to sing in the Lakota language and, in that sound, the 
people, the land, and the world seemed at once in unison—a 
kinship of all life. Within that circle, there was no feeling of 
need for anything else. The knowing of being nurtured became 
realized within the circle. Reverence for all life and all death 
encircled us. The power of the circle became the balance of re-
lationship, which was both beyond and inclusive of the tragedy 
that took place on the land we were standing upon. I think that 
singing in a language of energetic memory brought all those 
present—human and nonhuman—together to honor those who 
perished, and also brought an integrity to the Earth that wit-
nessed the memories. The past and future are all within the 
present, enfolded in layers of multidimensional reality.

This way of knowing and being is carried within the Lakota lan-
guage, a language that verbalizes the energy of relationship to 
all, and then verbalizes the motion of that energy. For example, 
the word wakan, or “pure energy,” is often used to acknowl-
edge the presence of the mystery in everything. This presence of 
mystery might be understood as the foundation of our kinship. 
Our ancestors understood the effects of being within the met-
aphorical world of quantum physics, where there is no divi-
sion between any dimensions of the world, where all is present 
and interconnected at once. Crazy Horse—Tȟašúŋke Witkó 
“His-Horse-Is-Enchanted” (c. 1840–September 5, 1877)—a 
Mniconjou and Oglala Lakota, was quoted saying something 
that gets at this truth: “We live in the shadow of the real world.”

No matter what language you speak, a hidden, nurturing world 
has already discovered you and is already at work with you, 
whether you know it or not. Humans have already been given 
the gifts, tools, and potential for this relational knowing and 
yet this source often goes unacknowledged, because we lack 
understanding of the sublime intelligence of Nature’s nurtur-
ing, the nurturing that becomes the human body, that is the 
human body. Although we may speak of lack and yearning, I 
acknowledge that this already-present, hidden world is already 
listening to you and meeting every need with abundance. I also 
acknowledge the whole process of the sun—as a verb—as a 
giving, living being; sunning through the trees, rooting, leafing; 
creating consciousness; and finally producing the reciprocity 
of life-giving oxygen, as we return carbon dioxide to the trees, 
which, as a process, is a form of acknowledgment to the sun.

At Auschwitz, within our circle, there grew an awareness of con-
sciousness known to some as respect for the seeing and the un-
seeing worlds. In that moment of remembrance from the past 
and the future, an entire history moved into a fulfilled circle 
of reality that we can choose to live with or not: the grief of 
human history. This “sense of fulfilling” was without dogma or 
religion—it was replete and relaxed—and in that circle, I recog-
nized binary thoughts such as war and peace were impractical. 
I am reminded of something an eighty-six-year-old elder said: 
“When I am in prayer, in wakan, I am never hoping or prom-
ising, nor wishing something to come true. Only when I am in 
the moment of prayer acknowledging is the power present to 
move the impractical.”

I looked into the eyes of those in the circle and could see men 
and women shedding tears while smiling. There was a sense of 
relief, a sense of grieving—a conscious common understanding 
of life-giving motion in that moment that struck me as inno-
cent. And within that innocence was a fresh start, forgiveness, 
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the knowing that all things are always in wakan (the mystery 
of and in everything), and most important, knowing that every 
moment never exists again. It is our responsibility to expand 
this realization, to acknowledge the consciousness of the world, 
not through a how-to instruction manual but by recognizing the 
living power of Earth and respecting all living beings. Mother 
Earth, as a being, is always listening to us.

BULLYING NATURE

What languages are the foundation of sustainable cultures 
without “development” or “progress”? Let me rephrase this. 
What languages are sustaining cultural relations with Earth?

Yes, there is a communication with Earth, and we have been 
detoured away from it by anthropocentric perceptions and a 
language that, for the most part, neglects the Being that sus-
tains and nurtures all of life’s forms. What rationale excuses 
us while we continue to extract the sources of life that remain 
in the Earth? Is there an exit strategy for anthropocentric lan-
guages? Will we realize that the same languages we use to try to 
awaken are the same languages that put us to sleep? Is there a 
language that has always remained in an awakened state?

I’m reminded of a story by Vi Hilbert (Upper Skagit) that has 
been passed on to encourage respect for the Earth. I heard this 
short story at a college graduation event in 1994. Vi noted that, 
in her language of Lushootseed, people cannot call one another 
a skunk or a dog. That would be disrespectful to the skunk or 
the dog. So often, we indirectly blame our lack of responsibility 
on nonhuman animals and detach ourselves from our direct 
responsibility as humans—individually or otherwise.

If we continue to use domination and dominating languag-
es—enforced by bullying or policies of education, government, 
and science—and acquiesce to those same authoritative belief 
systems, then we will continue to feel detached as a species. 
We will continue to act as though we were separate and did 
not share relationships with all life—plants, trees, stones, fire, 
water, species of living forms with legs, and those with wings of 
the air, wings within the water, and those that crawl and creep 
within the earth.

A relational language is a language without nouns. It is a lan-
guage that does not need to add suffixes to explain concepts 
and theory. It is not founded on subjugation; rather, it springs 
forth from kinship. A relational language never disconnects. It 
is always conscious, knowing respect for all forms of beings.

This sounds idealistic and implausible when our default lan-
guage stems from domination. But think about a language that 

is only relational—a language that has evolved past the need for 
an alphabet, the need for nouns, the need for a beginning and 
an ending, the need for time, the need “to be” or “to become” 
someone other than you are now. A language that has evolved 
past the need for concepts of domination. Consider a relational 
language that recognizes the ever-moving skan skan, which, 
in the Lakota vernacular, is the continuum of motion behind 
the motion.

I wonder if Westerners know there are Earth or Indigenous 
languages that already understand the forces and principles 
involved in the living world, having evolved from thousands of 
years of experience and observation. Sooner or later, the per-
severance that Native peoples have exercised over thousands 
of years—waiting for this time to arrive—will result in finally 
having their languages acknowledged and recognized as lan-
guages of sustainability and longevity. These languages are 
based on observing how animals and plants have adapted and 
maintained their interactions as wamakaskan (all living forms 
on the surface as sacred to life beneath ground level). Native 
peoples, like their languages, have also adapted, moving with 
the changing Earth, and, for example, planting seeds according 
to the land’s capabilities rather than adjusting the land to fit 
our needs.

ORIGINAL INTUITION AS MEDICINE

It was in Auschwitz-Berkinau, a time away from the vast plains 
of North America, where I came to understand relational values 
through the simple yet profoundly articulated First Nations 
language of the Lakota. It was a question I asked of Birgil: “Do 
we have a word or concept for domination?” He responded 
with a sound of quantum physics in motion—a simple “No. 
Domination does not work in a relational language that has 
evolved beyond war and peace unknown to the human race.”

Further into our discussion, I understood the way “relational 
languages” are critical for learning the balance, rhythm, sound, 
and motion of Mother Earth. So, when Birgil and I conversed 
in Lakota, there was no “domination conversation” possible 
within a thought process based on the Lakota language. The 
separation between Lakota and the land, however, was trans-
parent when we spoke in English. We described the energy, 
and the motion of the energy, that could move us through the 
separation we felt so as not to stagnate the wakan and to con-
sciously apply mystery to everything.

I am reminded of when I was a boy sitting between my grand-
father and grandmother, hearing them speak in the motion of 
old Lakota language, where there was a difference in how the 
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female and the male referred to all life, to each other, in a rela-
tional manner. I would think on how they spoke to each other 
in a gentle, calm, and effective way, feeling an intuitive healing 
once I understood the deeper meaning. They would heal each 
other with the language. The energy, the quantum physics, the 
verbs that made everything come to life, felt never-ending.

I opened this essay with the epigraph “Language is the founda-
tion of civilization. It is the glue that holds a people together. It 
is the first weapon drawn in a conflict.” This assertion makes a 
clear point: language is not neutral. It can be a bonding agent, 
strengthening the ties between seemingly disparate things, and 
it can be a weapon, dividing things that are more alike than 
not. My experience at Auschwitz-Berkinau helped me under-
stand how language is a force that can heal, speaking our rela-
tions into being, becoming a source of life, gathering together 
our kin. The Earth is listening. It is time for us to learn to speak 
what she is hearing.

Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
Vol. 5: Practice.
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 There among the silences

find the ghost tree—

 the split black branches making

fissures in the clearing.

 Watch as the fog dresses

and undresses the wounds,

 the suppuration of bark,

so raw underneath.

 The birds can find

no purchase.

 Scavenge the esker,

make a circle of stones,

 kneel down wreathed in

feather and bracken.

 Prepare to knit yourself

back into the world.

After
HEATHER SWAN
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Reprinted from Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, 
Vol. 5: Practice.
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Sigurd F. Olson Nature Writing Award. Her nonfiction has appeared 
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Prize, and an Illinois Art Council Fellowship. She teaches writing and 
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NOTES

“After” was originally published in Heather Swan, A Kinship with Ash (West Caldwell, NJ: 
Terrapin Books, 2020).
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THE LAND AND THE LENS
ALYSSA BARDY

It’s early morning. The heavy September dew coats the grass 
and soaks my socks through my boots. There’s a chill in the air 
that wasn’t here all summer, a fog that is slowly creeping across 
the field from the creek where the mudcat are burrowed into 
the bottom. All is quiet except for White Throated Sparrow in 
its fall migration distantly calling to a friend, maybe speaking 
of the chill in the air. The dogwoods have changed from vibrant 
green to a deep burgundy; they, too, know winter is coming. 
It’s here I am reminded I am not alone. It’s in these moments I 

know I am part of something much greater. This is why I bring 
my camera to the land.

Going to the land with the lens brings out an awareness of 
our interconnectedness. There’s something so beautiful about 
walking through the woods, often with my young children, and 
noticing how everything has a unique pulse of its own yet works 
in perfect sync with each other. This is the beauty I seek with 
my camera. While out here, I often ask questions: Who spreads 
the message to the sparrow that fall is here? Who brings the 

 Lessons of gratitude and joy from our feathered friends.
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chill in the air to make the fog cling to the earth in the early 
mornings? Who was it that placed the droplets of dew on the 
dogwood leaf, so that it shines so perfectly in the morning sun-
light? I am compelled to stop and capture that moment with 
my camera. I don’t always know the answer, but the beauty 
exists, and it is far too brilliant not to share.

The Center for Humans and Nature’s question, “What stories 
does the land hold?” further deepens my search for and un-
derstanding of our connection to the land and what it means 
to Onkwehonwe people (first people, original people). The 
answer to this question for me comes from the intersection of 
culture and creation. In Haudenosaunee stories, the lessons for 
human life stem from the land, the animals, the sky, the water. 
It’s these beings that teach us humility, respect, kindness, hard 
work, honesty, love. Once you’ve heard these stories, you don’t 
have to look very far to be reminded of them. They are present 
in the dandelion poking through the sidewalk crack, the car-
dinal in the city park. They are always here, our relations—a 
gentle reminder that we are not set apart or above, but meant 
to be in union with them, part of a flawless design.

I am deeply inspired by this unity, this sense of place in the 
natural world. The design of a leaf, the perfect timing of a fall 
songbird migration, and where we belong within is the story 
I strive to tell. The camera is the medium I use to share this 
beautiful truth.

It is my hope that by sharing this truth, my viewers will want 
to see and feel something deeper. My hope is that all may come 
to know of the offering of love that the land holds, waiting to 
embrace us.

Alyssa Bardy is a photographer based out of Tyendinaga, Ontario 

Canada. She is Upper Cayuga belonging to The Six Nations of 

the Grand River, a wife, a mother and a lover of the land. Alyssa’s 

photography captures the stories of motherhood, Indigenous 

reconnection, nationhood, and our interconnectedness with land. 

With a special focus on Indigenous language revitalization, story-

telling, and knowledge sharing, Alyssa uses the lens as a tool for 

herself, her children, and future generations to learn and share the 

brilliance and beauty of both culture and creation.

We turn toward the vast fields of Plant life. As far as the Wintergreen in springtime.
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Monarch in the sweetgrass.
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Christine Lukasavitch, Omàmìwininì Madaoueskarini Anishinaabekwe, stands beside a waterfall carved into the hills of her ancestral territory. 
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The trees offer us so much: shelter, food, shade, to them we are thankful.
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Our Mother, the Earth, gives us all that we need for life, as she has since the beginning of time.
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I’m paddling against the churning tide

on the East River, a gull’s glide from Brooklyn Bridge.

The ferry captain waits for me, 

half in disbelief, half in pity, to quit or pass his dock. 

He shakes his head about me, the idiot in the kayak, 

dodging all that New Yorkers discard,

riding four-foot wakes and garbage,

straining against the inevitable.

The wakes rebound off the concrete 

shoreline and match the new ones from the parade of boats.

Why? He seems to mouth to me. Why?

I wish I could tell him. 

I wish I could say I’m 

 Trying something hard. 

 Trying to find this place. 

 Trying to find me in this place. 

 Trying to find me and the challenges.

I am this tide, the wakes and garbage,

that here is me—overwhelming and partly broken—

hardened shorelines and questionable water, 

that coming to know 

this place is coming to know me,

and from that, him, 

overwhelming and broken too.

Paddling the East River Near Brooklyn 
Bridge, 6/24/21
DAVID TAYLOR
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It’s all river, and it’s all the least terns 

I’ve seen diving for silversides 

between fast food bags and rotting styrofoam.

It’s the lone cormorant plunging underwater 

near the tugboat pushing the barren barge upstream.

It’s the tulle white water 

on the tops of wakes the jet skiers leave.

It’s the Statue of Liberty off in the west 

surrounded by anchored freighters and freight-

stacked barges.
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It’s that we do something to re-see all this overwhelming 

and broken 

in its fractured beauty—

just like me. Just like him. 

Just like here. 

I look at him and give a quick bow of my head in gratitude. 

He nods with a wry smile.

The next stroke strikes well, even too the ones after.

David Taylor is Assistant Professor of Environmental Humanities 

in the Sustainability Studies Program in the School of Marine and 

Atmospheric Sciences at Stony Brook University. His writing crosses 

disciplinary boundaries and genres—poetry, creative nonfiction, 

scholarship and science/technical writing; however, at the core  

of his work always is a concern for environmental sustainability  

and community. He is the author and editor of eight books.
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Forestland

FORESTLAND
MANE HOVHANNISYAN

Dilijan is a town located in a northern region of Armenia. 
It’s a magical-realistic place that many people, especially 
youth, often travel to with the aim of climbing high moun-
tains; getting lost or finding themselves inside the violet fog; 
studying local Soviet modernist architecture; and, primarily, 

merging with nature. Armenia has very rich biodiversity. 
Dilijan—or “Forestland,” as I usually say—is home to over 
a hundred types of edible herbs and to even more types of 
edible mushrooms, some endemic and some endangered and 
requiring protection.
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“Forestland” is also home to the “Arm Food Lab” experimen-
tal kitchen. This gastronomic initiative was founded by two 
young Armenian women, Ani Haroutiunyan and Mariam 
Sinanyan, in 2018. They decided to change their lifestyle by 
moving from Yerevan (the capital of Armenia with a noisy 
bustle of activity) to Dilijan, a little town surrounded by forest, 

where they focused on research of biodiversity, edible ecosys-
tems, beautiful but somewhat neglected local ingredients, and 
Armenian national cuisine in general. With an innovative ap-
proach toward the traditions of cooking, Ani and Mariam aim 
to support improved ecological consciousness—to build a new 
mindset of the people and adaptation to our present life.

Arm Food Lab
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I implemented my project in 2020 with the aim to present the 
role of food as a bridge between human culture and nature. 
Connection of my protagonists with the forest environment is 
an issue of special interest to me. Through photographic vision, 

I wanted to depict food not in its obvious, standard form, but 
rather as an art object demonstrating the connections with 
both local nature and the protagonists. Below are some images 
I captured of “Arm Food Lab” as part of this project.
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Their kitchen is always full of seasonal ingredients hanging on 
the walls, filling jars, and lying on shelves. They change the “in-
stallation” every season to match the environment of the certain 
season. Origanum vulgare, Sea buckthorn, Macrolepiota 
procera, Hawthorn. Rose hip, Berberis, and other ingredients 
have become a part of the installation.

The pumpkin has a very versatile use in Armenian cuisine. One 
of the favorite dishes is the “Ghapama”—stuffed pumpkin—
which is a sweet dish made with rice, honey, butter, nuts, and 
dried fruits. But there are also savory versions—and, to be 
honest, every region used to have its own version with its own 
authentic ingredients.

Installation
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For Ani and Mariam, the aroma and flavors of rose hip berries 
are identically Armenian. There are thirty-one types of this 
plant in our country, some of which are endemic to Armenia.

Aveluk is an impressive part of Armenian cuisine culture. 
There are twelve types of Rumex in Armenia. The fresh leaves 
are braided together in long strings and hang in a cool place 

to dry [next page]. This process completely changes the flavor 
and aroma of the plant. Two different processes—drying and 
fermentation—are going on concurrently. Armenians make 
soups, salads, and side dishes from this plant and also use it for 
medicinal purposes. The only place people use this plant as a 
part of their diet is in Armenia.

Rose hip berries
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A white-rot tinder polypore mushroom, Fomes fomentarius,  
is widely distributed worldwide, including in all floristic regions 
of Armenia [facing page]. The wound-healing and anti-inflam-
matory properties of this fungus were known from ancient 
times. Antibacterial, anti-fungal, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, 
and other antioxidant effects of Fomes fomentarius have also 
been reported due to its bioactive compounds. Generally, it’s 
smaller than the giant presented in the image, so hunting it was 
a real adventure!

Aveluk

Mane Hovhannisyan is an Armenian fine art, documentary, and 

conceptual photographer. The preferred topics of her art are 

the reflection of the state in between magic and reality, the 

correspondence of the human body to the natural and urban 

environment, and the discovery of old Soviet architectural leftovers 

through the means of photography. Narrative photography has a 

particular significance for her. She mainly documents fascinating 

stories about people, comparing their point of view with hers.  

These stories usually have distorted linearity and are based on  

the principle of a kaleidoscope.
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Review of The Web of Meaning: Integrating Science and Traditional 

Wisdom to Find Our Place in the Universe by Jeremy Lent (New 

Society, 2021).

We were given a fractal glimpse of Jeremy Lent’s new book The 
Web of Meaning: Integrating Science and Traditional Wisdom 
to Find Our Place in the Universe, in his previous book, The 
Patterning Instinct: A Cultural History of Humanity’s Search 
for Meaning.1 In Part 5 of that book, also called “The Web of 
Meaning?” Lent examined our “cognitive history“ and con-
cluded that some humans have engineered a series of discon-
nections from nature, other humans, and their own essential 
humanity. Old forms of meaning based on the meta-theme 
of disconnection have become not only a social-evolutionary 
dead-end, but they are also argued to be at the core of why the 
current form of global civilization is inherently self-destructive 
and non-sustainable.

At the conclusion of The Patterning Instinct, Lent presented 
the case that a new meta-theme based on connectedness in 
all life can generate a coherent framework of meaning arising 
out of fractals of the older cosmologies, spiritual beliefs, world 
philosophy, and science. Lent concluded that seeing human-
ity and the cosmos as a “web of meaning” enables “Great 
Transformation values that emphasize quality of life, our 
shared humanity, and the flourishing of nature.”2

That fractal theme continues into his new magnum opus, 
where the disparate elements of an emergent cosmology are 
magnified beyond their nascent forms at the conclusion of The 

Patterning Instinct to reveal 
the unity-in-diversity needed 
to achieve the much-need-
ed Great Transformation to 
the Symbiocene, or the era 
of re-unification with life 
in nature.

In an echo of G.W.F. Hegel’s 
encyclopaedic attempt to 
“think life” in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, Lent—in six major 
parts and thirteen chapters—
takes the reader along on 

what could initially be seen as a chaotic meandering through 
“wisdom traditions” such as Buddhism, Taoism, Indigenous 
knowledge, Western spirituality, and contemporary science. 
In all these parts, Lent asks a series of key questions relevant 
to understanding the essence of life, starting with “Who am 
I?” and concluding with the big one, “Where are we going?” 
These and other key questions generate much hard work for 
the reader who navigates the five hundred pages of text in this 
dense, complex book.

We get an early insight to what drove the man, Jeremy Lent, 
to ask such profound questions and undertake an intellectual 
odyssey to answer them. After a conventional education at the 
University of Chicago in preparation for a career in the com-
mercial world then a successful career in the dotcom indus-
try, a “white swan event” (predictable) occurred: the dotcom 
bubble of the early 2000s burst. At the same time, Jeremy 
endured the illness and tragic death of his wife. In terms of 
complexity theory, the attractors within Lent’s world had con-
spired to negate his past structures of meaning.

Out of chaos, there is potential for new order, and Lent has 
taken on the task of finding a coherent world view among all 
the past history of ideas that are relevant to his life mission. 

A SYMPHONY OF FRACTALS

Glenn A. Albrecht
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In undertaking this Herculean effort, we are reminded of the 
composer Phillip Glass when he symbolically re-started music 
after the chaos of atonalism and discordant composition after 
the second World War. The effort to reintegrate rhythm, 
harmony, and melody undertaken in Einstein on the Beach 
(1976) is the musical equivalent of Lent’s effort to restart the 
harmony of civilization out of the profound discordance of the 
Anthropocene.

Unlike Glass and his use of a limited number of simple musical 
notes, Lent had to restart his symphony of ideas using the huge 
variety and types of conceptual and material foundations avail-
able in past and present human cultural and scientific history. 
The themes he focuses on within the six parts include the foun-
dations of human identity, cosmology, ontology, ethics, spiri-
tuality, and directionality. The weaving of a new meaning from 
such diverse domains deserves our utmost attention and praise 
for its sheer audacity. Students of complexity theory and those 
willing to see the pattern he creates will find much to help in 
the assembling of a coherence theory of truth. That is the great 
strength of this book.

Lent starts his conceptual composition with the fundamen-
tals of life by carefully selecting from past cultural fractals that 
saw unity between humans and the cosmos, humans and other 
humans, humans and other animals, and humans and life in 
general. He is able to compare and contrast these integrative 
and associative strands in human and non-human life to those 
that have arisen in what he calls the modern “dominant world 
view.” To boost his case that the dominant world view has de-
railed what were diverse but shared holistic belief systems, he 
enlists help from modern neuroscience, plant ecology, symbiotic 
science, and numerous other leading-edge aspects of science to 
critique both the persistence and dominance of this world view.

In addition to the scientific critique of the mechanistic structure 
of the dominant world view, Lent is able to reference the work 
of previous scholars in the field, such as Carolyn Merchant’s 
pioneering The Death of Nature3. As argued by Merchant, 

the patriarchal and despotic characteristics of Baconian and 
Cartesian science are revealed as core to the destructiveness 
and alienation from life of the dominant world view. In rebuild-
ing an organic view of consciousness, culture, and the practical 
necessities of politics and society, Lent takes the reader onto a 
“path of integration” where there is symbiotic unity between 
humans and the rest of the planet.

The most obvious weakness of the book is that many other per-
mutations are possible from the variables Lent has chosen from 
his own biography and intellectual milieu. Plus, despite its size 
and scope, there is much that this book does not even consider, 
such as potentially supportive associative thinkers and tradi-
tions in Anarchist thought like Peter Kropotkin (mutual aid) 
and Murray Bookchin (social ecology). Complexity theory and 
its strange attractors and tipping points also applies to the con-
ceptual world, where instead of a comforting coherence, disas-
sociation rules; instead of producing a Bach fugue, we get the 
free atonality of Arnold Schoenberg or the noisy “silence” of 
John Cage. In the case of Cage, it all depends on what sounds 
the listener hears while the musicians remain silent. The read-
er’s response to The Web of Meaning just might sit within their 
reaction to what Lent writes about, rather than the intentions 
of his written manuscript.

There is another possibility, as well. Lent, as explained at the 
very start of this review, sees fractal patterns in the signals and 
noise of life. The central theme of ecology as epistemology is 
interconnectedness, and because of this, there is the possibility 
of repetition of fractal design and patterns from the small to 
the large, from the inner to the outer. For example, personal 
coherence and harmony can be fused with the emergence of a 
civilization that has the same symbiotic fractal qualities.

Yet true fractal patterning in nature and life is an impossibility, 
as there is both reduction where further subdivision is not possi-
ble (cells, atoms) and variation (mutation) that breaks repetitive 
form in the creation of the shock of the new. Fractals are math-
ematical representations; they are Mandelbrot approximations 
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of the shape of life and the contents of consciousness, perhaps 
not its fuzzy and blooming reality. There is also a nagging worry 
that even the metaphor of the web might be a sticky conceptual 
trap that readers could fall into, only to be devoured.

Push the idea of fractals too hard and we return to the math-
ematically defined and mechanically ordered Galilean and 
Newtonian view of life that Lent steers us away from. Allow 
their complexity too much freedom, and they become as 
protean as life itself. It is possible that Indigenous cultures 
had already incorporated this tension into their versions of the 
dialectic of life. Order and disorder are present in all aspects 
of their cultural expression, and the emphasis on elemental 
order in Lent’s work could be judged as a one-sided reading of 
human anthropology and history.

This reviewer desperately wants Lent’s conclusion—a sym-
biotic reunification between humans and the rest of life—as 
much as he does. Indeed, my own conception of the meme of 
the Symbiocene4 is ultimately defended and promoted in this 
monumental book. The question for readers will be the path 
or direction that one can or must take to get there. For those 
who have already thought about the potential for harmony 
between humans and the rest of life, Lent’s own path might 
seem tortuous and quixotic. For those who have not entered 
the radical anticipation of forecasting and future studies, The 
Web of Meaning just might be the most important book they 
will ever read. Between those two poles lies a spectrum of pos-
sibilities that may freely feed from Lent’s sheer hard work and 
generosity of ideas.

Glenn A. Albrecht is an Honorary Associate in the School of 

Geosciences, The University of Sydney, New South Wales, Australia. 

He retired as Professor of Sustainability, Murdoch University, 

in mid-2014.

NOTES

1. J. Lent, The Patterning Instinct: A Cultural History of Humanity’s Search for Meaning (New 
York: Prometheus Books. 2017).

2. Ibid., 441.

3. C. Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution (San 
Francisco, CA: Harper and Row, 1983).

4. G. Albrecht, “Exiting the Anthropocene and Entering the Symbiocene,” Minding 
Nature 14, no. 2 (Summer 2021): https://www.humansandnature.org/exiting-the-anthropo-
cene-and-entering-the-symbiocene-2021 (This essay originally appeared in Minding Nature 9, 
no. 2 (Spring 2016).

https://www.humansandnature.org/exiting-the-anthropocene-and-entering-the-symbiocene-2021
https://www.humansandnature.org/exiting-the-anthropocene-and-entering-the-symbiocene-2021
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CHN Bookshelf
A regular feature calling attention to important books and 

articles that CHN staff, board, and collaborating scholars are 

reading and recommend. Quot libros, quam breve tempus.

QUESTIONS FOR A RESILIENT FUTURE:  

A TEN-YEAR CELEBRATION

A selection of books by Contributors to the 

Questions for a Resilient Future

How do we create communities to which 
we can all belong?

Sharon Blackie, Foxfire, Wolfskin and 

Other Stories of Shapeshifting Women, 

reprint edition (September Publishing 

(UK), 2020).

How do we understand the Cosmos as 
our home? 

Chanda Prescod-Weinstein, The 

Disordered Cosmos: A Journey into Dark 

Matter, Spacetime, and Dreams Deferred 

(Bold Type Books, 2021).

What stories does the land hold? 

Waubgeshig Rice, Moon of the Crusted 

Snow (ECW Press, 2018).

How do we create communities to which 
we can all belong?

adrienne maree brown, We Will Not 

Cancel Us And Other Dreams of 

Transformative Justice (AK Press, 2020).

Can democracy in crisis deal with the 
climate crisis? (D. A. Cohen) And How can 
we live respectfully with the land and with 
one another? (T. Riofrancos)

Kate Aronoff, Alyssa Battistoni, Daniel 

Aldana Cohen, and Thea Riofrancos, A 

Planet to Win: Why We Need a Green 

New Deal (Verso, 2019).

What does Earth ask of us?

Kathleen Dean Moore, Earth’s Wild Music 

(Counterpoint Press, 2020).

Mind and morality: Where do they meet?

Elizabeth C. Herron, Insistent Grace 

(Fernwood Press, 2020).

What kind of Ancestor do you want to be?

Joy Harjo, ed. When the Light of the 

World Was Subdued, Our Songs Came 

Through: A Norton Anthology of Native 

Nations Poetry (Norton, 2020). Featuring 

poems by Tanaya Winder.
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My mind wandered off from where I sat—purely 
alone, threatened by nothing, protected by ev-
erything. Solid. Framed by cliffs, side to side, by 
wild silence from above. I thought of Bears Ears, a 
huge wild chunk of land in San Juan County to the 
south. We held out hope that President Obama1, 
in his last days, would proclaim it a National 
Monument. This after years of failed process, 
phony negotiations, and continued threat from 
carbon development. Already, inspired by all 
the publicity, people from all over the world had 
descended on this pure place, which was not 
ready for them.

I thought back to the moment Bears Ears came 
alive for me. I was sitting with the writer Terry 
Tempest Williams in our Castle Valley living room 
with a dozen University of Utah Environmental 
Humanities Graduate students. Jonah Yellowman, 
a Navajo holy man, was there with Gavin Noyes, 
the executive director of Utah Diné Bikéyah. It 
was the last day of Art, Advocacy, and Landscape, 
the class that Terry developed and we led together 
each year addressing a current issue, hoping to dis-
cover new humanities-based solutions. “Greater 
Canyonlands” was the subject that year. We’d spent 
four weekends visiting the landscape in question 
while meeting with environmental leaders repre-
senting the different proposals for protecting the 
environmentally, scenically, and culturally im-
portant vastness around Canyonlands National 
Park. Jonah and Gavin were the last to meet with 
the students. They presented the Indigenous pro-
posal and called it “Bears Ears.” This was the first 
time I heard the words.

Having wandered the canyons and mesas of the 
area for years, I favored the proposal co-gener-
ated by the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance 
(SUWA) and the Grand Canyon Trust, which 

BROOKE 
WILLIAMS

BEARS EARS offered the most protection to the greatest area. 
Plus, I’d worked for SUWA and had been involved 
in the analysis and field work that led to their 
proposal. At a Washington D.C. strategy meeting 
with the Department of Interior, we’d been told 
that while a new monument in southern Utah was 
on their radar, they wouldn’t move on it until the 
different factions of the local environmental com-
munity were all on the same page.
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Bear’s Ears Buttes

The class was waiting patiently for Jonah and 
Gavin’s arrival. Light rain began falling when we 
all went out on the porch to greet them. As Jonah 
entered our home, coyotes called in the distance. 
We all turned toward the desert dog’s songs. I’d 
never heard coyotes singing in daylight.

We gathered inside and sat in chairs and on 
couches forming a circle around our living room. 
After introductions, Jonah blessed our home and 
everyone in it, first in Navajo and then in English. 
Terry turned to Gavin to share his perceptions 
of the Bear’s Ears Campaign with the group. 
Although Anglo, Gavin has always had an alliance 
with Native people. He’d created and implement-
ed a project designed to gather Indigenous knowl-
edge about the Colorado Plateau. Conservation 
efforts had been drastically deficient in Native 
Voices, and Gavin’s efforts resulted in the for-
mation of a new organization representing the 
varied and diverse Native voices in all matters. In 
the Navajo language, “Diné Bikéyah” means “the 
sacred lands of the people.”
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Although I’d read it before, something shifted 
deep inside me when Gavin told our group that 
Diné Bikéyah’s mission is to “preserve and protect 
the cultural and natural resources of ances-
tral Native American lands to benefit and bring 
healing to people and the Earth.” What struck 
me was “bring healing to people and the Earth.” 
For the first time, “People,”, meant all people, not 
just Indian People. I felt this idea sinking deeper 
into my body and settling as Gavin and Jonah 
described specifics by using many-colored maps. 
That their proposal didn’t cover as much acreage 
as the others no longer mattered. It manifested a 
deeper vision.

It was Jonah’s turn to speak. Just then, those 
facing the eastern windows gasped. A rainbow 
appeared, but this one was different. Rather than 
arching traditionally up into the sky and down 
again, this one stretched horizontally across the 
tops of the distant formations, connecting them, 
one to another. Jonah smiled. “The Twins are 
nearby,” he said, referring to the Monster Slayer 
Born-of-the-Waters—part of the Dine’ Creation 
Story. We all went outside. Terry asked Jonah if 
this was common. “No,” he said.

He went on to tell of Bears Ears, two perfect buttes 
in the center of the Navajo world, the source of 
many stories since the beginning of time, the place 
where the bones of his ancestors are buried, where 
his great, great, great grandmother was born. The 
longer he talked, the deeper I sunk into my chair. 
The more comfortable I became. When Jonah re-
ferred to “Sacred land Protection,” I realized that 
this was a term with which I had a history.

In my own Mormon upbringing, the “Sacred 
Grove” was where Joseph Smith received the 
vision inspiring him to create the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints. I’d been through many 
stages since stepping away from my Mormon 
foundation. I grew up assuming that anything 
considered “sacred” was of “God”, for religious 
purposes, the opposite of “secular” or of the world, 
human-based. Wendell Berry, a true hero of mine, 
wrote, “There are no unsacred places. There are 
only sacred places and desecrated places.”

As Jonah talked, I wondered to myself what the 
term actually means. For me, a “sacred place” is 
the site of a story that is important to one person-
ally or culturally. The ancestors of white Euro-
Americans—my ancestors—disconnected their 
stories from their sacred places when they left 
them. When my European ancestors got here, 
they created economies based on “desecrating” 
the sacred places of others.

There was something elemental in Jonah’s voice 
that morning. Jonah did not come to convince 
anyone of anything. Only to tell his truth, which 
I sensed came up through him from some place 
deep in the land that raised him. He came with 
stories given to him by his ancestors. Nothing 
seductive in his voice, said, “I have something 
for you, something that you need.” Nothing 
saying, “Now, let me tell you how to earn what I 
have for you.” He simply came to visit and share 
what he knew.

A boy in the Mormon Church, I grew up hearing 
white men speak in what we came to call their 
“Priesthood Voice,” which they used to control us, 
scare us into conformity, promise us incredible 
gifts, but only once we were dead.

As Jonah spoke, his eyes moved around the room 
meeting each of our eyes, and then beyond: above 
and between us, looking out as if the stories he 
was telling were appearing in his mind at the 
exact moment he needed them, fully formed, a 
landscape of traditional knowledge, appropriate 
to our discussion. His frame of reference tran-
scended time and space as we knew it.

When he finished, deep quiet pressurized the 
room, and no one moved. No one said anything 
for a full minute until Anna spoke up. “Thank you, 
Jonah, for these stories.” She said, “We feel that 
you’ve shared some very sacred knowledge….”

“It is time,” Jonah said.

A collective chill ran through the room.

I struggled to the door and opened it, releasing the 
pressure, spreading the chill out across the desert. 
We milled around as if nothing had happened. 
Jonah said, “We must have scared the coyotes 
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away”. With many miles still to travel, Jonah and 
Gavin left. We had some final class business to 
take care of. We sat out on the porch in a circle.
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NOTES

1. Over a month later on December 28, 2015, President Obama pro-
claimed Bears Ears National Monument.  
 
Update: On October 8, 2021, President Biden signed an executive order 
to restore and expand protection for Bears Ears and Grand Staircase/
Escalante National Monuments, and other national monuments, which 
had been severely reduced under the Trump administration. See J. 
Partlow, “Biden expands Bears Ears and other national monuments, 
reversing Trump cuts,” Washington Post, October 8, 2021, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2021/10/07/bears-ears-biden-
monument/.
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VISIT MAKING KIN

What makes you and me an us, and not them? It is a relation 
defined by its own relativity. How do we become kin? And what 
worlds become in that process? The artists in the online ex-
hibition, Making Kin, not only aspire to form new bonds and 
new intimacies with human and nonhuman others, they are 
committed to making that endeavor visible beyond themselves.

Please spend some time with the many kinfolk of Making 
Kin, a visual celebration and exploration of what it means to 
be human in a more-than-human world. Part of the Center 
for Humans and Nature’s Kinship project, Making Kin is 
available on the Center for Humans and Nature’s website, at 
makingkin.net.

“Grass Ritual”; Christa Donner, photograph of wearable, site-specific drawings (2012)

http://makingkin.net


Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations is a lively series from the 
Center for Humans and Nature that explores our deep interconnec-
tions with the living world. More than 70 contributors—including 
Robin Wall Kimmerer, Richard Powers, David Abram, J. Drew Lanham, 
and Sharon Blackie—invite readers into cosmologies, narratives, and 
everyday interactions that embrace a more-than-human world as 
worthy of our response and responsibility. 

CONTENTS:

• VOLUME 1, PLANET: What are the sources of our deepest evolu-
tionary and planetary connections, and of our profound longing 
for kinship?

• VOLUME 2, PLACE: To what extent does crafting a deeper con-
nection with the Earth’s bioregions reinvigorate a sense of kinship 
with the place-based beings, systems, and communities that 
mutually shape one another?

• VOLUME 3, PARTNERS: How do relations between and among dif-
ferent species foster a sense of responsibility and belonging in us?

• VOLUME 4, PERSONS: Which experiences expand our under-
standing of being human in relation to other-than-human beings?

• VOLUME 5: PRACTICE: What are the practical, everyday, and life-
long ways we become kin?

Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations is a guide and companion 
into the ways we can deepen our care and respect for the family of 
plants, rivers, mountains, animals, and others who live with us in this 
exuberant, life-generating, planetary tangle of relations.

KINSHIP 
Belonging in a World of Relations
Gavin Van Horn, Robin Wall Kimmerer,  
John Hausdoerffer, Eds.

Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations 
• Edited by Gavin Van Horn, Robin Wall 

Kimmerer, John Hausdoerffer • 5 volumes • 
Trade paperbacks and slipcase • 753 pages • 

$100.00 • ISBN: 978-1-7368625-5-1 •  
Center for Humans and Nature Press • 

Distributed by Chelsea Green Publishing • 
September 2021

Also available as individual volumes:  
Planet (ISBN: 978-1-7368625-0-6);  

Place (978-1-7368625-1-3);  
Partners (978-1-7368625-2-0);  
Persons (978-1-7368625-3-7);  
Practice (978-1-7368625-4-4)

Marketing & Publicity:

• Radio show and podcast series with public 
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