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Over the past five years, environmental concern has become one of the most pressing issues in 
contemporary culture—a disciplinary commitment to concepts of sustainability and to the possibility of 
reimagining responsible futures lies at the core of many speculative realist philosophies. Posthumanism 
has largely contributed to the de-centering of the human in the humanities, but at this stage, it is the new 
common denominator of environmental concern to drive the research of many artists and scholars. 

Among others, multispecies ethnography has outlined a range of possibilities through which human-
non-human relationships can be mapped to recover networks enmeshed in agential dynamics. Jane Bennet’s 
vibrant materialism has confronted the mechanistic and lifeless essence of modernity in which the subject 
exploits inert materials with a model of agency that transcends the biological definition of organism, thus 
detecting agency and interconnectedness on multiple register, scales, and in materialities. The emergence 
of these networks, and thus the possibility to become aware of the importance which every eco-system, 
being, and agency bears is made to emerge through multidisciplinary approaches, capitalizing on the 
synergic work of science, art, and philosophy.

Simultaneously, in Slavoj Žižek’s views, science is irreparably enmeshed with capitalism, thus 
becoming the cause and the primary epistemic tool we have in understanding environmental threats. He 
argues that today’s tendency to blame man for every catastrophe simply is a mechanism that reduces the 
heterotopia of the world into a controllable system upon which we could ultimately regain control. Thus, in 
his view, this bad ecology might become “a new opiate of the people”.  Provocatively, Žižek said : 

“I’m against the ecologists anti-technology stance, the one that says: “we are alienated by manipulating 
nature, we should rediscover ourselves as beings”. I think we should alienate ourselves more from nature 
so we become aware of the utter contingency, the fragility of our natural being”.

        (Slavoj Žižek, 'Censorship Today: Violence, or Ecology as a New Opium for the Masses',
    Lacan.com 18 (2008): 42–43)

And while the sciences have, until recently, dominated our perception of the bio-sphere, the arts are 
now making increasingly important contributions to the expansion of our views and to the sense of 
awareness that the micro is interconnected with the macro in very closely knitted ways. We are now 
becoming more and more confident about the importance of our individual micro-agency and how this can 
indeed make a difference on the macro-scale of corporations, exploitative practices, destructive 
procedures, and political short-sightedness towards environments and resources. 

This issue of Antennae, and the next which will follow, gathers the work of scholars and artists 
committed to rethink our relationship with what once we called the environment. In different ways and 
through different lenses, they all explore the ambiguities, contradictions, and blind spots that have 
characterized previous discourses in order to identify new productivities. Thus, the content of this issue 
raises questions about intentionality in artistic production; it presents the emergence of new aesthetics that 
challenge traditional object/subject relationships; it troubles environmental rhetoric for the purpose of 
engaging with irreducible materialities; and it questions the real potentiality art bears in the development of 
these new discursive formations.  
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SUNSET SUNRISE 

We Share the Moon, We Share the Stars 
When the rain falls, it falls on all 
In the Right Place at the Right Time 
You Can See a Rainbow Being Defined 

Is it Yours, Is it Mine, Is it Ours to Divide 
It's Not Yours, It's Not Mine, It Belongs to Us... 
Sunset Sunrise 

Fathers and Daughters, Mothers and Sons 
Children of all Children There is Only One Love 
We Live Together But We Die Alone 
And We Toil the Earth Into the Earth We Return 

Is it Yours, Is it Mine, Is it Ours to Divide 
It's Not Yours, It's Not Mine, It Belongs to Us... 
Sunset Sunrise 

Sunrise... 
Open Your Eyes... 
Open Your Eyes... 

We Plant a Tree, We Build a House 
And We Write a Book, Take a Long-Long Look 
Nothing Lasts Forever, We Must Come Together 
The Only Constant is Change and the Earth Remains 

Is it Yours, Is it Mine, Is it Ours to Divide 
It's Not Yours, It's Not Mine, It Belongs to Us... 
Sunset Sunrise  

In 2008, legendary singer, supermodel, and actress Grace Jones released her tenth studio album 
by the title Hurricane. The autobiographical and intimate tone of the lyrics surprised music critics 
and fans around the world. Surprisingly, the song Sunset Sunrise proposed an anthropocentric 
critique of a rare kind in the pop music world. 

Lyrics: Grace Jones, Paulo Goude, Bruce Woolley 
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You Can't Buy the Moon, You Can't Buy the Starts, You 
Can't Buy the Earth by a gold old coins 
But You Can Buy the Tree With The Grass That's Green 
It's Not yours to Deteriorate, Is it Ours to Appreciate 
It's Not Yours (Sunset), It's Not Mine (Sunrise), It's Not 
Ours (Sunset) to Divide 

Sunset... 
Sunrise... 

Jean Paul Goude 
My Jamaican Guy 1983, photomontage © Goude 
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he explanatory approach 
Environmentalists, the mixed array of 
people who call for the protection of 
man’s environment against man’s 

damaging activities, base their arguments upon 
studies of the environment, rather than studies of 
man.  The campaigns of journalists, politicians 
and charities largely depend on environmental 
research.  An example this year is The 
Guardian newspaper’s initiative to put forward 
‘the argument for divesting from fossil 
fuels’.[1]  Such campaigns explain the physical 
causes and effects of climate change as reasons 
for reducing the exploitation of natural resources 
and minimising pollution. 

This approach – let me call it 
the explanatory approach – has achieved a great 
deal in winning support for the arguments and in 
attracting people to identify with `green’ 
causes.    Its  practical  effect has been limited.  In 
the period between 1997, the year of the  Kyoto 
Protocol, and 2013, carbon dioxide emissions 
in EU countries decreased by 11%, but those in 
the world overall increased by 44%,[2]  Its 
limited effect does not mean that the approach 
is useless.  It does mean that it is worth 
considering other approaches. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

       The phenomenological approach 
For the alternative to the explanatory approach 
that I am considering, I shall use the title 
‘phenomenological approach’.  This approach is 
grounded in man`s experience of the 
environment, that is, exclusively the experience 
of the environment to which humans are 
exposed.  That point may seem obvious, but it is 
worth making for those who see environmental 
issues as beyond human power to influence.  We 
are talking not about all possible worlds, but 
only about the world which humans inhabit and 
can influence. In so far as this alternative 
approach emphasises the study of man rather 
than the environment, it is not original.  In the 
eighteenth century Alexander Pope was 
encouraging a similar focus: 

‘Know then thyself, presume not God to scan. 
The proper study of Mankind is Man.’ [3]

(For present purposes, it should be possible 
to disregard the reference to God, although 
nearly three centuries later Senator Jim Inhofe 
of Oklahoma claimed that only God can 
control the climate and this is a reason for not 
legislating against the use of fossil fuels).[4] 

T 

ART AND THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL 
APPROACH TO PROMOTING 
ENVIRONMENTALISM 

This essay describes the phenomenological approach to promoting environmentalism, which engages 
people when moral and scientific arguments (the explanatory approach) do not.  It is suggested that art 
can provide a route to the phenomenological approach.  There is a discussion of the philosophical 
background to these ideas, and of the art and the type of aesthetic experience involved. 

Author: Edward Hayman 
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There is nothing presumptuous about 
the scientific study of man`s environment, or 
the thrust to uncover the natural laws that 
determine it.  However, the important point 
for present purposes is that environmentalists 
are not essentially engaged upon a project to 
alter the environment per se.  Their ambition 
is to alter people`s treatment of the 
environment.  The effort to change the 
behaviour of a large number of people needs 
to be preceded by an effort to understand 
their behaviour, and then by a search for 
ways of communicating with them at a level 
which will alter their actions.  This is not 
necessarily the same as communicating with 
them at a level which will alter their 
understanding of environmental factors. 

 Ecopsychology 
This point is being made by a number of 
psychologists who have coined the word 
‘ecopsychology’ to refer to the psychological areas 
they are investigating.  Ecopsychology, in the 
words of Theodore Roszak, ‘has called into 
question the standard strategy of scaring, shaming, 
and blaming that environmentalists have used in 
addressing the public…’[5].  Ecopsychologists 
examine the attitudes and behaviour of those 
who damage the environment, rather than the 
damage itself.  They claim that the natural, 
healthy response of humans to the environment 
in which they live is a positive and protective 
one.  Those who damage the environment are 
evincing unhealthy symptoms, a kind of mental 
illness.  Theodore Roszak proposed that the 
damaging behaviour is like an addiction and 
needs to be treated as other forms of addiction 
would be.  What works with addicts is the 
provision of an alternative way of life which will 
provide the emotional nourishment that the 
addicts lack, in a way that does not undermine 
their mental health.  ‘Some ecopsychologists’, 
said Roszak,  ‘believe the joy and solace of the 
natural world can itself provide that emotional 
sustenance.’[6]  As Fernando Castrillon put it, ‘a 
non-anthropocentric ethic of care is made 
possible by an ecologically informed self-
identity’[7].  The suggestion is that, released from 
the   subject-object,   ‘it  and  us’  perspective   of 

nature, which encourages abuse and 
exploitation, humans can identify with their 
natural environment in such a way that it 
becomes intuitive to protect it. The 
ecopsychologists’ position accords with the 
phenomenologists’ theories described below.  

There are difficulties with the 
ecopsychologists’ approach to environmentally 
damaging behaviour. Addicts who have 
‘kicked’ their habit are warned never to touch 
again the substance to which they were 
addicted.  Environment abusers can hardly be 
told to  keep  away  from  the environment.  
The hope may be that someone who is in tune 
with their natural feelings towards the 
environment will be less likely to damage it.  
But we know that natural feelings include the 
wish to exploit the environment, for example, 
in the way that hunters do. The aboriginal 
peoples of America and Australia care deeply 
about their natural environment and are 
vociferous in protecting it against the 
encroachments of profiteering international 
corporations.  In Queensland the Wangan and 
Jagalingou people have objected to plans for 
coal mines in the Galilee Basin.[8] In Canada, 
the Assembly of First Nations has made a 
national issue of the effect of the oil sands 
developments in Northern Alberta on the local 
inhabitants.[9]  In both cases the motivation is 
spiritual as well as practical.  Many aboriginal 
peoples hold their land to be sacred in ways of 
which ecopsychologists would approve.  Yet 
aboriginals, at the same time, disregard 
ecological constraints when exploiting the 
environment for their own purposes.  In North 
America they joined in the hunting that 
brought bison to the verge of extinction.  Inuit 
groups still hunt the endangered beluga whale 
near Greenland and Canada. This `subsistence` 
hunting is legalised because, it is claimed, the 
Inuit way of life depends on it.  Yet those who 
mine oil and coal also claim that their 
(somewhat more extravagant) way of life 
depends on that. 

There is another weakness in the 
approach of at least some ecopsychologists.  At 
times they write as if human relationships with 
natural    objects   were   a   matter   of   a two-way  
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interchange.  Castrillon, for example, citing Jeff 
Beyer, commended the replacement of an 
anthropocentric stance towards the environment by 
a ‘mature human-nature intimacy’.[10]  While humans 
may obtain enjoyment and health from exposure to 
the natural environment - so much so that the sun 
may seem to shine for our benefit - what we obtain 
from the natural environment is the effects of our 
actions; the non-sensate environment does not 
respond; sensate creatures may lick or bite us, but 
we have no inkling of their ‘embodied’ 
experience.  I shall have   more    to   say   about   
this   topic   in discussing Merleau-Ponty. 

Phenomenology 
The fact that ecopsychology does not provide all the 
answers does not detract from the ecopsychologists’ 
point that information and moral arguments are not 
enough.  It is therefore reasonable to consider 
alternatives to the explanatory approach, such as the 
phenomenological approach. 

The phenomenological philosophy was set 
out by Husserl [11] and interpreted by Heidegger. [12] 
More recently, a group of philosophers have 
applied phenomenological theories to the study of 
human relations with the environment.  Ted 
Toadvine and Charles Brown edited a collection of 
papers in 2003, publicising a new name for this 
branch of phenomenology:  ‘The intersection of 
ecological thinking with phenomenology…begets 
a new cross-disciplinary inquiry: eco-
phenomenology.’[13] This essay draws upon ideas 
put forward by phenomenological philosophers, in 
particular Maurice Merleau-Ponty.  He was 
influenced by Husserl and Heidegger, but took 
phenomenology in his own direction; his main 
works were published between the end of the 
Second World War and 1964, three years after his 
death.  I am not claiming that the ideas put forward 
in this essay are strictly derived from accepted 
phenomenology; I merely use some of the 
phenomenologists’ theories in ways of which they 
might well have disapproved. 

What all these philosophers of 
phenomenology have in common is their rejection 
of both idealism and empiricism.  ‘Idealism’ is the 
philosophy of Descartes, for example, which holds 
that what humans experience is essentially what 
goes on in the human mind, so that mental events 

are the source of knowledge.  Idealists struggle 
to prove that the world external to the human 
mind, of which we seem to be aware, really 
exists.  ‘Empiricism’ is the view, held by Hume, 
for example, that knowledge results from 
perceptions of that world outside the human 
mind. Science, much maligned by the 
phenomenologists, is based on empiricism.  It 
is a great deal easier to explain what 
phenomenologists are rejecting than what 
they are proposing in order to replace the 
rejected theories.  There  is  at least one good 
reason for this.  Part of what they are rejecting is 
the normal philosophical perspective of theorists 
who write as though standing outside the 
phenomena that they are describing and 
explaining.  The same can be said of the normal 
scientific perspective.  Language has evolved to 
communicate this `second-order` view of events in 
which the speaker takes on the role of subject, 
separated from the object she is considering, in 
order to describe it ‘objectively’.  The 
phenomenologists reject this way of explaining 
the world, claiming that the speaker is always part 
of the environment she is experiencing.   Yet 
language has not developed to describe 
experiences `from the inside`.  Grunts, groans, 
screams and exclamations express our feelings as 
we feel them.  But these vocalisations are 
inadequate for setting out a complicated 
philosophical system.  The phenomenologists are 
thus doomed to use or adapt the language and 
explicatory methods of the theorists they 
reject.  Merleau-Ponty himself wrote: “ [The 
philosopher’s] entire work is this absurd effort. He 
wrote in order to state his contact with being; he 
did not state it, and could not state it, since it is 
silence”.[14] 

‘Reject’ is not too strong a word in this 
context.  The philosophers I have mentioned 
claim that the idealists and empiricists are 
wrong and the phenomenologists are right. 
Non-phenomenologists – all the other schools 
of philosophy since Aristotle, scientists, 
psychologists and medical theorists – distort 
the reality that they endeavour to analyse and 
therefore fail.  My position is different in the 
sense that I am not claiming that the 
‘alternative’ approach is the only right 
approach.  My  suggestion  is   only  that   the  
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phenomenological  approach is worth 
considering.  As this essay tries to show, there is 
support for it and there are reasons for adopting 
it.  That is not to deny that the explanatory approach 
is rational and understandable.  The deficiency of the 
explanatory approach is what I have already pointed 
out: it does not work well enough. 

Moral theories behind the explanatory 
approach 
Before discussing in more detail the 
phenomenological approach, I will provide some 
analysis of the philosophical theories which 
underpin the explanatory approach.  For my 
purposes, I can divide these into two classes: 
the moral theories and the aesthetic theories.  Let 
me discuss the moral theories first.  One of the 
founding fathers of environmental ethics was 
Leopold Aldo.  He argued that we have moral 
obligations towards our natural (non-human) 
environment in the way that we have towards other 
humans. But he felt that we did not acknowledge 
the obligations towards the non-human.  ‘Land-use 
ethics’, he wrote, ‘are still governed wholly by 
economic self-interest…’.[15]  There has been 
considerable progress in the acceptance of the 
moral case for environmentalism since the middle 
of the twentieth century, not least thanks to the 
eloquence and persistence of such advocates as 
Aldo. There is now wide recognition that both 
individuals and corporations have a duty to care for 
the environment . 

The problem is that acceptance of a moral 
position is not enough to ensure moral 
behaviour.  It is still the case that actual land-use 
practice is largely governed by economic self-
interest.  Self-interest is, of course, also a powerful 
factor in social activity.  But man’s treatment of his 
neighbours is constrained by strong instincts to 
care for members of the same family, tribe or 
society.  Also – very importantly – civilised societies 
have evolved codes of law which protect their 
members from the assaults which would otherwise 
be perpetrated by the stronger on the weaker out 
of self-interest.  Social morals are braced by 
governance.  Land ethics also need to be 
strengthened by laws, but such laws as exist to 
protect the environment are weak and, in many 
places, ignored with impunity. 

          The explanatory approach seems to 
take for granted that the moral case for 
stopping damage to the environment by 
industrialisation has been made.  It seems to 
assume that warnings  about the amount of 
damage and what  is  causing  the  damage 
will play into an established   moral   code, 
according to which environmental damage is 
wrong.  Yet democratically elected governments 
continue to encourage such wrong behaviour, in, 
for example, mining for oil.  Contrast this with 
the moral case against slavery, which has been 
made effectively.  Throughout the contemporary 
world, governments take active measures to 
stop slavery – not just reduce it, or regulate it to 
make it less offensive; stop it. 

Aesthetic theories behind  the explanatory 
approach 
I will now turn to the other class of 
philosophical theory which underpins the 
explanatory approach, the aesthetic.  Though 
some philosophers – Hegel is an example – 
have maintained that aesthetic studies should 
apply only to art and not to nature, nature 
aesthetics is now widely accepted and has 
generated  a considerable body of literature. 
The problem is, as Hepburn (1966) puts it, in 
the absence of the sort of critical literature 
available for art, philosophers must produce 
‘their own detailed and systematic account of 
the aesthetic enjoyment of nature’[16].  In the 
last half-century or so philosophers have 
produced many and varied accounts.  I will 
not attempt any sort of summary here, but I 
will  mention  one  account  highly  relevant to 
the  explanatory   approach:   ‘scientific 
cognitivism’, developed notably by Allen 
Carlson, claiming that ‘…the appropriate 
aesthetic appreciation of nature must be 
cognitively informed by natural history and 
scientific understanding’.[17] 

Much environmentalist writing appears 
to follow scientific cognitivism by accepting 
that understanding is basic to the attitudes 
they are trying to influence.  They attempt to 
build on to the understanding that most 
people already have. 
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‘Primary’ aesthetic experience of nature 
The aestheticians, then, have strong views about 
the appreciation of nature to add to the 
moralists’ arguments about how we should deal 
with the natural environment.  But aesthetic 
theories like ‘scientific cognitivism’ do not cover 
all aspects of the aesthetic appreciation of 
nature.  Fo most  humans there is something 
like a ‘pure’ experience of nature, which would 
remain if it were possible to strip away all the 
knowledge that affects the experience.  Confronted 
by natural sights, sounds or smells, humans 
experience pleasure or displeasure, which is not 
dependent on extraneous knowledge or 
associations, but is the ‘pure’ effect of 
experiencing nature.  Additionally, there is an 
inter-subjective element to this effect: in 
response to the same natural feature many 
different humans will experience comparable 
pleasure or displeasure.  Kant emphasised the 
‘freedom’ with which aesthetic judgements - he 
called them ‘judgements of taste’ – can be 
made.  His analysis is complicated by his theories 
about how the various ‘faculties’ of the mind are 
essential to any form of perception.  Skating over 
these complications here, suffice it to say that for 
Kant, aesthetic pleasure derives from the faculty 
of the imagination acting in ‘free harmony’ with 
the faculty of understanding; ‘free’ because it is 
not constrained by the ‘concepts’ which control 
cognitive or moral judgements.  Marcia Eaton 
refers to Kant’s assessment of aesthetic 
responses as ‘purely subjective responses of 
pleasure or pain disconnected from intellectual or 
ethical concerns’.[18]  This sums up neatly the state 
of mind on which I wish to focus. 

From now on I will use the word ‘primary’ 
rather than ‘pure’ to refer to this type of 
experience.  The word ‘pure’ may suggest that 
the experience is basic in some metaphysical 
sense I do not wish to imply. The word 
‘primary’ is intended to suggest an immediate 
response.  ‘Primitive’ would be an alternative 
word. We are likely to be aware of an object in 
this primary way, whether in nature or art, at 
the first moment of exposure.  Usually this 
experience is quickly overlaid by the thoughts 
and feelings resulting from such factors as 
history, knowledge and beliefs.  Kant describes 

these thoughts and feelings as leading to a 
judgement of ‘adherent beauty’, an ‘impure’ 
judgement in so far as emotions and ideas affect 
it.  It is to these adherent elements of the 
aesthetic   experience    that   the    explanatory 
approach appeals.  The phenomenological 
approach is intended to find a way of evoking the 
primary aesthetic experience, of summoning up, 
and then – in a manner of speaking – ‘fixing’, that 
first moment. 

Words and the primary aesthetic 
experience 
Words – spoken or written – provide the natural 
medium for the explanatory approach.  Yet they 
are most often inadequate for the 
phenomenological approach.  This is partly 
because they are loaded with different 
meanings and with their use in different 
contexts, most of which meanings and contexts 
will be irrelevant to the task in hand.  Another 
reason for the inadequacy of words is that so 
many are required for a description that will do 
justice to the experience.  Just as the time 
elapsing after the first moment of an aesthetic 
experience allows the adherent factors to take 
over, so the extended concentration required 
to take in a description makes it less likely that 
the primary experience can be summoned up 
and fixed. 

This is not to say that words can never 
be effective in evoking primary aesthetic 
experiences.  Consider T S Eliot’s opening lines 
from The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock: 

“Let us go then, you and I, 
When the evening is spread out against the sky 
Like a patient etherised upon a table…” [19] 

The words draw you in and make you visualise 
the sky’s wide vista of fading light, with the dark 
clouds and smoke of a London evening 
plastered against it, all flattened by 
distance.  The simile about the etherised 
patient, shocking when you first hear it or read 
it, sharpens the image, which it fixes it in your 
mind. The lines generate their own strong 
aesthetic response to the poetry; they also call 
up    remembered    aesthetic   responses to the 
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natural object of an evening sky, and are surely 
intended to do that.  But note that, if the lines 
did affect you when you read them, this result 
was   probably   overlaid   by   the   analysis with 
which I followed them.  The effect of a few 
words is spoilt by the addition of more words. 

Paintings and the primary aesthetic 
experience 
So environmentalists should not disregard the 
role of writers, particularly, perhaps, poets.  But 
it is the role of painters in evoking the primary 
aesthetic experience of nature that I wish to 
examine in more detail.  Merleau-Ponty saw 
painting as akin to speech or writing, in that the 
piece of work, once created, has its own 
validity, or ‘sense’, which is at that stage 
independent of the person looking at it.  ‘The 
painting beyond the sensory givens, and 
speech beyond the givens of constituted 
language, must thus in themselves have a 
signifying virtue, without reference to a 
signification that exists for itself in the mind of 
the spectator or listener’.[20]  At that stage, too, 
the created work has sense independent of the 
artist creating it, although it reflects her 
intentions at the time of creating it.  The 
relationship of the spectator is with the 
painting and not with the painter.  

    Many painters of nature share with 
writers about nature the aim of conveying their 
own perception.  (I am not here considering 
what I shall call ‘illustrative’ painters and ‘guide-
book’ writers who take what might be 
described as an ‘empirical’ viewpoint with the 
aim of conveying what is there as objectively as 
possible.)  However, the writer is limited to 
words which, as I have discussed, carry the 
burden of meanings and associations 
extraneous to the immediate topic.  It takes a 
writer of Eliot’s genius to shake off the worn 
and cumbersome associations that cluster 
round most descriptions of the evening 
sky.  Painters, on the other hand, have at their 
disposal an unlimited panoply of unique brush-
strokes and colours, never used before or 
afterwards in exactly the same way.  They have 
to have the skill to choose their colours and 
execute  their  brush-strokes  so  as  to   convey 

their perception.  They also have to have the 
intention to convey their raw perception, the 
primary aesthetic experience.  They might use 
their  skill  to  be  ‘illustrative’ and depict, say, 
a chair in such detail that the spectator can 
categorise it and associate it with other chairs 
of the same period.  But if, like Van Gogh, 
they have the intention to express their own 
raw experience in perceiving a particular 
chair, and the skill to execute this intention, 
they can evoke for the spectator the primary 
aesthetic experience.  

I am concerned here with paintings of 
nature rather than chairs.  Moreover, the 
nature artists I am concerned with are those 
who focus on the primary aesthetic 
experience, and can create their paintings 
from this experience in such a way as to 
convey it to those who look at their 
paintings.  Not every painter can achieve this, 
or even wants to do so.  For Toulouse-Lautrec 
all that mattered in a painting was the 
(human) subject; the background served 
merely to set off or help characterise the 
person he was painting. “Only the human 
figure exists; landscape is, and should be, no 
more than an accessory…”[21]

.  Not all people 
who look at paintings are receptive to what 
the artist is trying to do.  Queen Victoria 
dismissed Turner as mad.[22] 

Merleau-Ponty’s ideas 
I will now embark upon a closer consideration 
of some of Merleau-Ponty’s points as a means 
of clarifying the ideas I am putting 
forward.  For Merleau-Ponty, the artist, 
particularly the painter, has special access to, 
and the ability to depict, this primary 
aesthetic experience.  ‘Now art, especially 
painting, draws upon this fabric of brute 
meaning which operationalism would prefer 
to ignore’.[23]  ‘Brute meaning’ is the ‘there is’ 
(Heidegger’s ‘Dasein’), ‘the sensible and 
humanly modified world such as it is in our 
lives and for our bodies’.[24]  ‘Operationalism’ 
is the science, including scientific cognitivism, 
which Merleau-Ponty rejects.  He finds that a 
scientific approach distorts the reality of the 
basic, primitive experience.  In his view,  when 
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we look at a natural object or a painting, there 
is an interchange between the person who is 
doing the looking and the object being looked 
at.   He   considers   that   this  applies not just 
to seeing but to all kinds of perception. ‘A 
human body is present when, between the see-
er and the visible,  between touching and 
touched…a kind of crossover occurs, when the 
spark of the sensing/sensible is lit…’.[25] 
           Such a description implies something 
like a chemical interaction and is a rather poetic 
way of setting out what I have designated 
prosaically as ‘primary aesthetic experience’.  But 
it is not too far-fetched to suppose that 
experiencing a work of nature or of art can be a 
remarkable event, worthy of poetry.  What 
does seem to me far-fetched is the suggestion 
that the object perceived has intentional 
agency in bringing about the encounter which 
leads to a primary aesthetic experience.  Yet 
Merleau-Ponty insists on this two-way 
interaction: ‘In the immemorial depth of the 
visible, something has moved, caught fire, 
which engulfs [the painter’s] body; everything 
he paints is in answer to this incitement, and his 
hand is nothing but the instrument of a distant 
will”’[26].  Merleau-Ponty likens the process to a 
circuit in which the ‘fire’ moves through the 
‘conductor’ of the hand to the canvas and then 
arcs back to the eye ‘and beyond’. ‘There is no 
break at all in this circuit; it is impossible to say 
that here nature ends and the human being or 
expression begins’.[27]  This notion of an 
interaction is here presented as a sort of mutual 
embrace between the artist and the natural 
scene he is painting.  (The thought of 
interaction is a theme taken up, as I have noted, 
by some of the ecopsychologists.)  Yet, it is at 
most one way of conceiving the creative 
process and cannot be held up as the only or 
most realistic way.  What Merleau-Ponty might 
call the ‘operational’ account claims that it is 
the painter who is active while the objects are 
not agents.   

At times Merleau-Ponty can be read as 
declaring that the phenomenological account 
of   perception   is   the best or most realistic, so 

much so that all the others should be rejected.  I 
dispute  that,  but  I  acknowledge  the  value 
of the phenomenological account.  For an 
understanding of the primary aesthetic 
experience and how painting captures it – a 
major theme of this essay - Merleau-Ponty’s 
analysis is very helpful.  However, at least by 
the   end   of   his   career,   Merleau-Ponty 
was claiming more for the phenomenological 
account of perception than its superiority to 
other accounts.  He was claiming for it a 
metaphysical justification. Perception is 
possible, he proposed, because the human 
body, which perceives, is of the same ‘flesh’ as 
the world it perceives; and this world ‘imposes 
my vision upon me as a continuation of its own 
sovereign existence’.[28] 

This essay does not discuss Merleau-
Ponty’s metaphysical views in any detail.  I am 
not claiming a metaphysical justification for 
the phenomenological approach.  I am not 
working with Merleau-Ponty’s ideas in the way 
that he did or following his train of thought.  I 
am merely using his ideas as starting-off 
points for ideas concerning aesthetic 
experience and its relationship with painting 
at the level of conscious behaviour. 

Paintings and nature 
So let us return to the phenomenological 
approach and discuss its relation to 
painting.  As indicated above, Merleau-Ponty 
likens painting to speaking.  A speech 
signifies more than the words it contains.  A 
painting is more than the sum of its parts, 
represents something which is more 
significant than the oil-paint and canvas of 
which it is constituted.  The significance of the 
completed painting is independent of the 
painter in the sense that she can have no 
more effect on it.  She may or may not have 
succeeded in creating the work she intended 
to create at the time of painting it.  But now 
she is just another viewer.  Can we say, as 
Merleau-Ponty says, that the painting’s 
significance – its ‘signifying virtue’ - is 
independent   of ‘a signification that exists for  
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itself   in   the   mind of the spectator’?  Surely 
this is only partially true.  The painting 
continues to exist whether it is viewed or not 
and does not depend for its significance on any 
particular viewer.  But if it is not viewed at all it 
ceases to have significance as an art object.  It 
has no point.  It may have had a point during 
the process of painting in so far as the painter 
was expressing her ideas with it.  But, if 
finished and put aside unseen, it has no 
significance as an aesthetic object and 
therefore, for a painting, no significance, or no 
more significance than any random piece of 
canvas with paint splashed on it.  

     The case is, of course, different for 
natural objects. One could say that they have a 
‘signifying virtue in themselves’, independently 
of the viewer, though to say this would be to 
use ‘signifying’ in a different way from that in 
which it is used of painting or speech.  Natural 
objects are not intended to convey something, 
in the way that a work of art is deliberately set 
out in the world, maybe to express its creator’s 
ideas, maybe to communicate something to 
the spectator.  Equally they do not need to be 
viewed in order to be significant.  Natural 
objects are ‘significant’ - perhaps ‘important’ is 
a better word here – because each is integral 
to the world of which it forms a part. 

Natural objects, then, do not need to 
be appreciated aesthetically.  However, most 
human beings do appreciate natural objects 
aesthetically.  Judging by cave paintings this 
aesthetic appreciation of nature has been 
going on for at least forty millennia.  It should 
be noted, however, that the urge to exploit the 
environment is just as much ingrained in human 
nature and just as long-standing.  
            Nature paintings bring together the 
aesthetic appreciation of paintings and the 
aesthetic appreciation of nature.  The bringing 
together is not always beneficial.  What I will 
call ‘postcard’ painting, which attempts simply 
to reproduce the pretty elements of natural 
scenery, can encourage a superficial approach 
to nature, or be commercially exploited for 
travel-agent brochures and the like.  Realistic 
paintings of natural objects, which I am calling 
‘illustrative’, make an important  contribution to  

scientific knowledge as illustrations of text 
books on flora and fauna.  This educational 
role cannot be dismissed as superficial, but it 
is aligned with the explanatory rather than the 
phenomenological approach to nature. 

   Aligned with the phenomenological 
approach is painting that evokes the primary 
aesthetic appreciation of nature. The artists 
who are trying to express their own primary 
experience and convey it to a spectator 
cannot lie, cannot be guilty of deceptive 
prettification.  They may fail to do justice to 
their experience, may fail to express what 
they want to express.  They may fail the 
spectator in that the painting does not pass 
on the experience.  But this failure is not a 
lie.  The speaker who lacks the word with 
which to describe the truth she knows, and 
therefore makes a statement that fails to 
convey that truth, is not lying. 

   Merleau-Ponty and Cézanne 
Cézanne was able to express the primary 
aesthetic experience of nature to his own 
satisfaction, also in a way that could be 
passed on to viewers of his paintings. 
Merleau-Ponty quotes Cézanne in Eye and 
Mind; his gloss on the quotation is worth 
citing at length: 

“Nature is on the inside,” says 
Cézanne.  Quality, light, colour, 
depth, which are there before us, 
are there only because they 
awaken an echo in our bodies and 
because the body welcomes 
them….I would be hard pressed 
to say where the painting is that I 
am looking at.  For I do not look 
at it as one looks at a thing, fixing 
it in its place…Rather than seeing 
it, I see according to or with it.[29] 

This is a telling description of the experience 
of viewing ‘successfully’ a painting which 
equally successfully evokes the primary 
aesthetic experience of nature.  And it is as 
if  the  painting  does  the  work.   I emphasise 
the ‘as  if’.   I am  not  claiming agency for the  
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painting.  The viewers have to have the ability 
to look and to feel the effect of looking.  They 
have to be in an appropriate physical space 
and mental state, not in a crowded gallery with 
a dozen other people queuing up to look at 
the same picture.  But, given the right 
circumstances, the ‘echo’ in the body is 
awakened and the viewer is confronted with an 
experience parallel to, if different from, the 
experience of viewing the actual scene. The 
‘welcome’ given by the body is not a foregone 
conclusion.  If a scene is repellent the painting 
of it may repel as well.  An artist may 
deliberately choose to depict some natural 
object that frightens or disgusts the 
beholder.  But, in either case, whether the 
experience is welcome or not, the painting that 
produces this effect has generated a primary 
aesthetic experience associated with the 
natural object of which it is a painting. 

   Merleau-Ponty also sheds light on the 
techniques required for producing these 
effects.  An analysis of painting techniques is 
far beyond the scope of this essay, but I will 
follow up some of the points made by Merleau-
Ponty.  Light, colour and depth are basic 
elements of any painting.  Indeed, colour is the 
basic element which is responsible for the 
other elements of light and depth.  But what 
does ‘quality’ mean in this context?  Perhaps it 
means the overall effect of the painting 
achieved by means of the painter’s reaction to 
what she is painting and of her ability to convey 
that reaction through the brush-strokes on the 
canvas. 

   Elsewhere in Eye and Mind Merleau-
Ponty says: ‘The Portrait of Vallier sets white 
spaces between the colours which take on the 
function of giving shape to, and setting off, a 
being more general than yellow-being or 
green-being or blue-being’.[30] He is pointing 
out how the white ‘spaces’ or outlines, which 
physically separate areas of different colours, 
effectively enhance the way in which the 
viewer’s eye (or ‘body’) embraces the overall 
effect in which the colours seem merged in the 
way the painter intends.  

Viewing a portrait of a human being, 
however, is a different aesthetic experience 
from viewing a landscape or picture of a non-
human animal.  Even the primary aesthetic 
experience is imbued with an instinctive 
reaction to a human face: a recognition that 
this is a human face and a response to its 
quality and expression. 

   Landscape paintings 
Let me turn to the viewing of landscapes, which 
are more relevant to the present 
discussion.  Cezanne, much influenced by his 
friend and mentor Pissarro, painted many 
landscapes.   Merleau-Ponty  in  Cezanne’s 
Doubt quotes Cezanne in dialogue with Emile 
Bernard, comparing his own work to that of the 
old masters: ‘They created pictures; we are 
attempting a piece of nature.’[31] Later in the 
same paper, Merleau-Ponty writes: ‘Cezanne 
wanted to paint this primordial world, and his 
pictures therefore seem to show nature pure, 
while photographs of the same landscape 
suggest man’s works, conveniences, and 
imminent presence.’[32]  (This essay does not 
attempt to deal with photography, but the best 
photographs can elicit responses from the 
viewer comparable to those of the paintings I 
am discussing, particularly as a result of great 
technical progress since Merleau-Ponty’s day.) I 
emphasise, once again, the difference 
between ‘postcard’ painting and the sort of 
painting upon which I wish to focus. An 
element of ‘postcard’ painting – landscape 
painting that seeks to reproduce charming 
scenery in a charming way – has been a 
profitable industry for centuries.  In the 
eighteenth century the aesthetic appreciation 
of nature – and the analysis of natural 
aesthetics – began to take root to an extent 
previously unknown, at least in western 
cultures.  Landscapes were admired for being 
‘picturesque’ and such landscapes were 
extensively painted.  

  In the words of Carlson and Lintott: 
‘The term picturesque literally means  “picture-  
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like”  and  indicates  a mode of appreciation in 
which much of the natural world is to be 
experienced as divided into artistic scenes’.[33]  This 
definition highlights how much opposed the 
‘picturesque’ was to the phenomenological.  To 
see a scene as picturesque is essentially to stand 
outside it and see it as in a framed picture (or 
photograph).  Tourists in pursuit of the 
picturesque made sketches using ‘Claude’ glasses, 
tinted mirrors which gave them a darkened  and 
framed   image   to copy.  The gadget was named 
after the French painter Claude Lorraine. 

    To play to the phenomenological 
approach, the painters of nature need to immerse 
themselves   in   their subject in the   way that the 
‘Claude’- glass  sketchers  did  not.  According  to 

 

Ruskin, Turner claimed to have had himself 
lashed to the mast of a ship in order to 
experience the storm he later painted. This 
painting was sneered at by contemporary 
critics, one of whom thought it looked like 
soapsuds and whitewash.  Ruskin defended the 
painting and Turner’s work in general, 
recognising that Turner saw his task as the 
expression of his own experience rather than 
the production of the picturesque works that 
many of his critics were expecting.[34] 

Van   Gogh,  who  has  already  been 
mentioned, is another painter who had the 
ability and the will  to express his own 
feeling  on    canvas.    He   himself   said    his  
pictures  were  ‘not  made  to please a certain 

Joseph Mallord Wil l iam Turner  
Snow Storm: Steam Boat Off a Harbour’s Mouth, 1842, Oil on Canvas, Tate Britain 
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taste in art, but to express a sincere 
feeling’.[35] Van Gogh went out into the fields 
to do his painting, as he told his brother Theo 
in letters from Arles:  "I have now spent a 
week working hard in the wheatfields, under 
the blazing sun".[36]  

      The Algonquin Park in Ontario did 
for Tom Thomson what the countryside 
around Arles did for Van Gogh.  Thomson 
lived and worked in this area while producing 
some of his greatest paintings, capturing his 
own aesthetic reactions to the striking colours 
of the Canadian autumn, the play   of   light  
on   water  and the dramatic shapes of the 
trees.  

     The post-impressionists that I have 
mentioned concentrated on landscapes to 
which they were attracted and their paintings 
bring pleasure.  In the context of 
environmentalism, we should consider also 
the ugly scenes created by environmental 
abuse.  There is a primary aesthetic reaction 
to these, too, though not a pleasant 
one.  Pictures of the territorial devastation 
caused by the vast tar-sands developments in 
Alberta     and     the    toxic   ‘tailings   ponds’ 
generated  by  the  production  process could 

 

be   more  effective  than  statistics  in 
demonstrating how much more pollution is 
caused by this form of extraction than by others. 

 Conclusion 
This essay is not claiming that the use of paintings 
to evoke primary aesthetic experiences of nature 
would provide a complete or immediate solution 
to the environmentalists’ problems of 
communication.  It is claiming that the 
phenomenological approach is a potentially useful 
alternative to the explanatory.  Ideally, the 
phenomenological approach would involve 
exposing  as  many   people   as   possible   to 
direct experience of nature.  The hope would be 
that thus exposed they would learn to feel the 
sympathy for, and pleasure in, natural objects that 
seem to be lacking in those who destroy the 
environment for the sake of short-term 
gains.  Failing that ideal, indirect exposure to 
scenery by means of direct exposure to pictures 
might achieve something of the desired effect. 

What Cezanne, Van Gogh, Turner and 
Thomson have in common with each other, and 
with many other artists, is the ability to savour and 
to convey in painting their own raw 
experience.      Painting   or    making    preliminary  

Vincent Van Gogh  
Wheatfield With Crows, 1890, Oil on Canvas, Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam 
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sketches while themselves confronting the 
natural world, they have recorded their 
reactions in a form that stimulates the viewers 
to respond in a deep way that accords with the 
phenomenological approach. Note, the painter 
is not deliberately influencing the spectators.  
These are not advertisements. Nor is the 
picture nor the natural objects themselves 
doing anything.  What happens is that the 
spectators feel for a moment something like 
what they might feel on actually seeing the 
objects.  To quote Merleau-Ponty once more: 
‘It is not enough for a painter like Cezanne, an 
artist, or a philosopher,  to  create  and express  

an idea; they must also awaken the experiences 
which will make their idea take root in the 
consciousness of others’.[37]  Earlier in this essay 
I described the phenomenological approach as 
intended to summon up and then ‘fix’ the 
primary aesthetic experience.  Maybe this 
approach can be followed by information 
about the natural objects and about what 
should be done or avoided in order to sustain 
them.  But the feeling engendered by the 
primary experience needs to be there.  This is 
the point that the ecopsychologists are making. 
The environmental charities that collect money 
from   those  who  sympathise  with  their cause  

Tom Thomson  
The Jack Pine, 1916-17, Oil on Canvas, National Gallery of Canada, Amsterdam 



21 

might do well to spend some of it on 
paintings.  Such expenditure could prove more 
fruitful than the money extended for wordy 
articles and lectures.  The paintings can 
communicate to those who look at them 
intensely in ways that words do not.  As I have 
indicated, the overcrowded galleries that sell 
over-priced tickets to view over-hyped 
masterpieces do not help.  But there are ways of 
exhibiting pictures that allow the spectators to 
concentrate.   Tourists   are  drawn   to   visit 
places associated with particular paintings or 
particular artists. There must also be many who 
just see the pictures of nature without ever being 
exposed to the natural environment depicted. 
But at least some of the latter will be touched by 
the pictures in the way I have described. 

Consider the use in commercial 
promotion of pictures which are designed to 
stimulate strong feelings such as sexual 
attraction.  Leaf through any glossy magazine, 
eye the billboards as you walk through any 
town, and count the advertisements that 
feature pictures of sexually attractive females 
to advertise almost anything.  Sexual relations 
are among those in which it is easiest for the 
individual to focus on the embodied 
experience.  Of course, these pictures and the 
way they are used hardly encourage healthy 
sexual relations.  But the wide employment of 
this type of representation points to a wide 
appeal.  Imagine all these pictures of 
attractive women replaced by reproductions 
of skilful and sincere paintings, such as the 
ones I have discussed, capable of evoking 
primary feelings for the land and wild 
creatures.  Might this not achieve some 
attention to the environment, might this not 
act as an invitation to appreciate the world 
around us without harming it? 

      Such a billboard revolution is no 
doubt unlikely.  But it is not beyond the 
capacity of environmentalists to make far 
greater use of pictures.  The galleries are full 
of existing paintings of nature that would 
serve this purpose.  Among the living and 
working   artists   there  are   many   who    are 

sensitive to the current vulnerability of so 
many eco-systems. There is already an 
‘ecological art’ movement, bringing together 
artists in many different countries and different 
fields of art.  See, for example, Sacha Kagan’s 
2014 article: ‘The practice of ecological 
art’.  He says of ecological artists in this 
network that ‘They value and practice 
embodied learning/knowing, cultivating a 
wisdom    grounded   in    sense   perceptions 
(inspired by phenomenology),…’.[38]  Among 
them there will surely be some, at least, who 
can inspire in those who see their works that 
primary aesthetic response. 
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A NEW INDEX FOR PREDICTING 
CATASTROPHES  

Most ecologists, including myself, have focused their efforts on studying the impacts that humans have 
on the environment. This of course is a story with one overarching narrative. For a variety of reasons, 
ecologists have shied away from looking at the impacts of the environment on humans.  This is typically 
left to the “social scientists”.  The humanities also have a role to play. The newish fields of ecopoetics 
and ecocriticsm have recognized that our relationship with the ecological world must be reimagined. 
Contemporary ecological poetry has moved away from mere description of environmental disasters, the 
expression of loss and regret (see Regreen: New Canadian Ecological Poetry, Scrivener Press, 2009) 
towards more complex, negative feedbacks loops sustaining human-environment systems. What about 
human behaviour, values, ideas can in turn affect our very relationship with the biophysical world? 
Much of my recent academic work is along these lines and the poems here represent a parallel 
universe. I admit I do not use my poetry explicitly as a platform to communication scientific ideas, nor 
do I consider it a manifesto of any sort per se. I do however believe that in these poems one may find 
reimagined human-environment systems, new ways of thinking, valuing and interacting, which may 
contribute to a collective response to Laurence Buell’s now infamous plea that the environmental crisis 
is ‘a crisis of the imagination’. 

Author: Madhur Anand 
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And it’s just when I think I’ve won the staring contest,  

a field of yellow-headed perennials arrives, 

the impartialities of early September. 

A great blue heron joins me for an afternoon drink 
to say you never know who you’ll meet. A welcome  mat  

of advancing rushes, petite spiked flowers, sexy 

little numbers pollinated by good or bad breath.  

I check out the sedges divided by diving ducks, 

a beaver’s leftover birch, striders defying edge  

effects (landfill, wildness, property). I don’t bother 

with hip waders, mouth the redhead’s first name – Aythya. 

And exchange glances with whatever swims my way. 

WETLAND
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It is a year of abundances. Frogs showing up 

in swimming pools, lawns flooded with maple keys, poppies 

we planted three years ago finally deciding 

to show six of their heads. The farmer is promising 

strawberries for next week and has brought  some to prove it. 

I vow to wake up early, to read more about ants, 

their function in the life cycle of pink peonies. 

I know it will be a lesson in mutualism, 

in coevolution. But I don’t have that much time. 

I must invent an organism to open fists. 

THE SWEET 
SMELL
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Originating from her living room, backyard 
garden, university office, or the field sites in 
boreal or tropical forests, the poems in 
Madhur Anand’s captivating debut collection 
compose a lyric science; they bring order 
and chaos together into a unified theory of 
predicting catastrophes, large and small. 
Anand’s ecologist poetics are sophisticated 
and original; her voice is an “index,” a way 
of cataloguing and measuring the world and 
human experience, and of illuminating the 
interconnectedness at the heart of all things. 
Narrating the beauty of her perceived world, 
the poems unabashedly embrace the 
scintillant language of scientific evidence as 
they interrogate crises of personal and 
global concern. The result is a poetry that is 
as complex as it is compassionate. Anand’s 
modernist intervention into “nature” poetry 
is a sparkling addition to poetics in Canada 
and beyond. 

Madhur Anand’s poetry has appeared in 
literary magazines across North America and 
in the anthology The Shape of Content: 
Creative Writing in Mathematics and Science. 
She co-edited the anthology Regreen: New 
Canadian Ecological Poetry. Anand 
completed her Ph.D. in theoretical ecology 
at Western University and is currently a 
professor in the School of Environmental 
Sciences at the University of Guelph. She 
lives in Guelph with her husband and three 
young children.  

Excerpted from A New Index for Predicting 
Catastrophes by Madhur Anand. Copyright © 2015 
Madhur Anand. Published by McClelland & Stewart, a 
division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, a 
Penguin Random House Company. Reproduced by 
arrangement with the Publisher. All rights reserved. 
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s an immigrant to and lover of Iceland, I 
take a lot of photos. I push delete a lot as 
well. I delete my way through photos of 

well-loved, beautiful landscapes. I delete people 
I love. I delete strangers. I delete family pets. I 
delete flora. I delete endangered species. I 
delete power lines. I delete duplication. I delete 
imperfection. After much deletion, I securely 
empty my trash to free space for more photos, 
for future deletions. 

‘Delete’ is one of the few words present on any 
English-language keyboard. We delete to make 
space, to de-clutter. When digitally sorting 
photographs, we send to the trash that which is 
no longer of use to us, or the photo that wasn’t 
good enough. Not only might we interact in a 
second-nature, largely unthinking way with waste 
disposal within homes, commons, and work 
spaces, we may have also become trained to see 
through the words which confront, train, and 
direct us everyday: return, control, shift, 
command, delete. 

My project Rusl, as a concrete action, intends to 
trouble that abstract, everyday deletion. 

The Icelandic word for trash is rusl. 

I chose to work with an Icelandic word— with 
rusl— because I am photographing Icelandic 
landscapes, and the words of this country have 
been the words most long used to view this 
country. Each photograph in the Rusl series is 
overlaid with a semi-transparent RUSL, offering 
juxtaposition between image and word. How is 
either a lens? How do they cover or obscure one 
another? How do we look beyond one, as we 
look beyond delete, shift, command, enter? How 
could we see ourselves reflected in the word? 

At Mýrar á Seljum, I crossed an exposed mud flat 
at low tide, when the space was temporarily 
drained of ocean, to reach an uninhabited island. 
Unusual for Iceland as a volcanic hotspot rich 
with   black   sand,   the   island   was ringed with  

A 

RUSL: TRASH IN ICELAND 

RUSL explores the potential for ecolinguistic activism to act as a gateway for experiential learning 
via the generation of site-dependent artwork related to place. Autoethnographic methodology 
demonstrates the effectiveness of pedagogy focused on transformative action, and documentation of 
art-making processes offers repeatable models that may result in action competence with the power 
to alter a person’s notion of herself as a place-maker and of her interconnectedness with ecosystems 
in flux. 

Author: Angela Rawlings 
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blond sand carried north by the gulf stream. 
Three sea eagles circled overhead. I look up at 
them looking down, and then I followed their 
gazes to the ground. What could be rusl here? 

The island was covered with what the ocean 
dumped onto and the weather dragged over it. 
Net buoys, shipwreck wood, rope, plastic 
containers. I looked closer. Swan death, 
unidentified bones. The Atlantic pulled green 
and red seaweed onto the shore, deposited it. I 
photographed bodies and parts of crabs, freshly 
dismantled by gulls during tidal recession. Had 
the ocean discarded seaweed, as the birds left 
their food wrappers, as some human had thrown 
away the pink lighter? 

What   entities   have  the  power  to  discard,  to 
create   trash?   What they leave behind— how is 

this trash? If I perceive non-human entities as 
contributing trash to ecosystems, how might this 
shift my own speciesist garbage shame?  

How do I raise my own awareness of what I 
throw away by viewing what other entities 
discard?  

How do I re-evaluate the impact of my garbage 
when witnessing it in unexpected places such as 
an uninhabited island or a glacial lagoon? 

I witness the re-circulation of human-generated 
and non-human-created trash into different 
ecosystems. These components may identify as 
trash to some, as tool or material or culture or 
home to others. When I throw something away 
next, will I think? When I push delete, how will I 
see? 

Angela Rawlings  
Rusl  

 © Rawlings 
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Angela Rawlings (Canada/Iceland/Scotland) genre-
bending work embraces acoustic ecology, counter-
mapping, and ecopoetics. Her book Wide slumber 
for lepidopterists (Coach House Books) was 
adapted as music theatre by VaVaVoom, Bedroom 
Community, and Valgeir Sigurðsson. Broken 
Dimanche Press will publish rawlings' next 
book, Áfall / Trauma, in 2016. 

This article is forthcoming in Narrating Life: 
Experiments with Human and Animal Bodies in 
Science, Literature, and Art (Brill, 2016). A version 
of this article previously appeared in Journal of 
Writing in Creative Practice (Vol. 7.1). 
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mongst the agricultural area of South 
Florida, right on the edge of the 
Everglades National Park, in-between 

massive industrial fields with endless row crops 
stands a tiny forest. It has become a mythology as 
we pass by it everyday, my children speculate as to 
what it could be and why it might be there. It 
stands as a polar to Gustav Metzger’s reference of 
the Castle of Neuschwantstein in his book 
Damaged Nature, Auto Destructive Art. 

Instead of the awe of man’s architectural 
feat juxtaposed to nature like the Castle of 
Neuschwantstein, it is the awe of nature to stand 
amongst the destruction of man’s reconfiguration 
of the land. After almost twelve months of passing 
this mystery forest, we finally went to explore it. 
We rode our bikes through agricultural dirt roads, 
yellow squash and courgettes laid like road kill, tire 
prints and all, symptoms of a loss of stewardship.  

Large mechanical irrigation and chemical 
machines stood like sentries at siege before the 
forest, emanating a residual smell of fertilizers and   
pesticides.    With    their    tentacle     like sprayers 
that   when   initiated   unfold  like  robotic  spiders, 

 
 
 

  
 

spraying their poison for hundreds of acres. Death 
machines. The pace quickens. We arrive to the 
edge of the small forest, its perimeter littered with 
an abandoned truck, irrigation materials, food 
related trash and, of course, tires. We stashed our 
bikes and entered into the growth; it reminded me 
of entering a turbulent ocean, dodging trash and 
climbing over dead and fallen trees like waves full 
of seaweed and plastic bags.  

As we traversed this obstacle course and 
entered the heart of the forest, a Pine Rockland 
preserve, I felt a serene introspective awe. A 
kaleidoscope of light and shadows danced 
overhead.  We walked around numerous trees, 
years of fallen leaves crunched under our feet and 
all the colors, textures and sounds became a 
mirror. Leaves began to fall from the overhead 
canopy into my children’s hair as they journeyed 
their way through an undetermined path. The 
forest and my children began to form a collage, 
hands sliding from tree to tree, bark and flesh.   At 
the heart of the forest, two massive Banyan trees 
stood  connected  to the ground  open   armed 
with strong tendon like roots and hair-like  streams.   

A 

NEITHER HERE OR THERE 

A creative text about a sustainability project in Miami and an artists pull towards Eco Art and 
addressing one of the most pressing issues of our era, climate change. 

Author: Blair Butterfield 
Edited by Adam Schachner 
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My children instinctively greeted the trees like 
lost relatives, with no permission climbing them 
and rummaging through their pockets and 
tossing their stored leaves at each other like 
millionaires in a cartoon.  

I realized in that moment, that all I 
wanted to do was to shed my clothes and lay in 
contour with the tree’s bulbous shapes that were 
so similar to mine. I wanted to wrap my hair 
around its finger-like roots and photograph this 
moment, this place and time. That I recognized 
that my body is not a part of this landscape, that 
my body is not apart of the man made 
architectural landscape, that my body does not 
fit into any set. That as human beings we are not 
quite here or there, we are lost.  

We often do  not  get  the opportunity to 

recognize the meaning of things we experience as 
we encounter them. I quickly began to catalogue all 
the experiences that led to this specific moment: all 
the mountains I’ve climbed, all the salty seas I’ve 
swam, desert moons, mammoth caves and butterfly 
forests. Then in contrast, the Parthenon in Athens, 
the Church of Agia Irini in Ikaria, the dome of St. 
Pauls Cathedral and the garden gate whose key hole 
was to maintain view of the cathedral regardless of 
London’s growth, grand shopping malls, Tescos, 
television, rush hour, tarmac, suburbia, but I don’t 
want to sell it short. The endeavor of the human, our 
creative potential to design and create cities, to 
move our bodies faster through time, to move our 
thoughts through technology, but  to  push  at  the 
cost  of  degradation to the place  in  which  we 
stand. No  more   is  their  an  artistry  and   delicate 

Blair Butterfield  
Squash Filed, 2015 
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concern with philosophical principles beyond 
fast and now. 

Seven years ago, I surrendered to my 
instinct to release the aspirations of being a 
monetarily successful commercial gallery artist. I 
moved to Miami from London. I left the 
continuous onanistic academic rantings of the 
contemporary art world, jaded and resigned.  Art 
pops,   spilling   into  the streets drunk,  amongst 

the locals, the commoners, the non-art world 
occupiers. Such an exclusive arena: art for artists. 
Like an inside joke, that no one else gets.  

Dismantling that energetic presence was 
tough, a surrendering to the unknown, a release 
into my own humanness. To stop feeling the 
need to constantly be producing artwork was a 
great weight relieved.  I started a non-profit, Art 
of   Cultural  Evolution.  It  has  been  running for  

Blair Butterfield  
Banyantoes, 2015 
© Butterfield 
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over    six    years   and    the   premise    of   the 
organization is to utilize art’s inspirational 
capacity to bring scientific information to the 
public by creating a merger between the two 
fields. Climate change is the most prevalent 
challenge of our era, and with an artist’s ability 
to be able to engage this topic in a more 
communicable medium then data and esoteric 
language it might provide a means to move 
cities and communities towards resiliency. 

The first thing was to start living the 
example. We moved out of a rental house and 
into our own mobile demonstration of 
sustainable living: an eco bus, its engine runs on 
waste vegetable oil, its interior is powered with 
solar energy, equipped with rainwater harvesting 
and utilizing a composting toilet. Completely off 
grid,  built  with  our  own   two  hands   and   the  

home  of my two children since their birth. We 
have travelled the entire United States visiting as 
much of the natural and developed landscape as 
possible. Seeing humans in all their forms and 
technologies. Energy farms in the middle of the 
desert like a terrific foreign planet, to the great 
roaring Brink of the Falls at Yellowstone National 
Park to a composting tricycle pick up service in 
New York City. Through these travels we gained 
a tremendous amount of knowledge and felt 
ourselves wanderers of the landscape.  Searching 
for a solution, a way to rid ourselves of a 
resonating human guilt or the aimlessness in 
which we find ourselves once we let go of our 
need to participate in damage culture.  

Returning back to South Florida was 
instinctual; the ocean, the climate and the 
abundance   of   resources,   the   area has  45-65  

Blair Butterfield  
Collage 2015  
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inches of rainfall a year, giving us a continuous 
growing season and home to some of the sexist 
exotic fruits we have ever tasted.  

When we returned to Miami, we rented a 
private piece of vacant land right in the heart of 
the city and turned it into a sustainable land lab 
called the Midtown 34th Street project. The 
project was to engage residents in easily 
adoptable   solutions  that  they could activate in 

their own back yards. The lab demonstrated 
solar energy, rainwater harvesting, variety of 
composting methods, organic gardens, tropical 
fruit trees, and the lab hosted artistic events from 
installations, sound pieces, radio broadcasts and 
garden to table dinners. The Midtown 34th Street 
project was perhaps the most engaging piece of 
work I have ever created, the audience’s 
engagement was endless. 

Blair Butterfield  
Midtown 34th Street, 2012 
© Butterfield 
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My family and I lived on site like 
performance artists, constantly in the eye of the 
city. Constantly working with volunteers in the 
gardens, hosting events and endless social 
gatherings. People would come off the streets 
and ask about growing this or that and “What is 
this place?”. There wasn’t a private moment in 
our life.  

But  beyond  being  lifestyle sustainability 

performers for the public, our landscape started 
to host a myriad of birds, lizards, butterflies and 
other insects not found anywhere else in the 
neighborhood. I started to see my bones in the 
coral we used to build the garden beds, I saw my 
skin in the slices of trees we used to create 
footpaths, I saw my limbs in the unprecedented 
growth of our banana grove. I wanted to 
fold myself  up into  the landscape, not to  take a  

Blair Butterfield  
Our graden, 2014  
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portrait,    but    to    make   an   anthropological 
statement about this place and this time, yet 
again. To mark this moment, a return to nature a 
recognition of the loss of this connection, the 
loss of this opportunity, a loss of a sensibility, the 
separation of the human from its “natural” 
environment and that I as a human recognized it, 
here and now. 

The neighborhood children were the best 
at providing this affirmation, the largest Puerto 
Rican area of Miami and one of the most 
underserved areas of the city, the neighborhood 
children were a constant presence. They would 
see us eating foods that were not sourced from 
the corner store and stare at us as if we were 
eating grubs from under a log. I provided their 
first experience tasting cantaloupe, a regular 
once  asked  “You  eatin’ leafus?”  I squinted  my 

eyes as if the sun obliterated my vision, then I 
realized, “Oh, yes these are leaves. It’s salad 
from the garden over here.” And he was 
hooked, he became another child amongst our 
own, always asking about everything that 
seemed so different from his home life. Despite 
his asthmatic condition, we would take him to 
the beach, to children’s plays, to friend’s BBQs 
and en route home he would ask such astute 
questions that also revealed his processing of a 
different way of living and different ideology. 
What impressions will that leave on a highly 
medicated asthmatic boy in the future I do not 
know, but I know it will be something.  

The Midtown project died when the land 
was sold to foreign investor for condo 
development;  however,  the  land  is still unused 
to   this   date  and  everything   we  planted  has 

Blair Butterfield  
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completely taken over, you can forage for 
pumpkins, wild tomatoes, luffa, moringa, 
bananas, papaya, mulberry, avocados, mangos, 
cranberry hibiscus and more. It has become a 
neighborhood treasure and I’m told that urban 
forager tours are held there.   

This thriving space is far more rewarding 
than any other artwork I’ve ever made. In May 
2014, Miami-Dade County Commissioners 
awarded my organization a piece of vacant land 
in the heart of the contemporary arts district, 
Wynwood, to build Miami’s first sustainability 
center, Colony1.  

This is the Midtown 34th Street Project in 
spirit, but far more sophisticated. It will be the 
first living building in the entire Southeast region 
of the United States. The facility aims to be net 
zero water and energy (since we have so much 
sun and rain here) and to utilize innovative 
building materials such as shipping containers. 
Miami is home to one of the largest ports in the 
nation and containers are becoming a common 
surplus.  

The building will house dynamic 
programming including a zero-packaging bulk 
food store featuring local and in season dry 
goods, produce and tropical fruits. The shop will 
encourage customers to bring their own 
containers or use our recycled glass containers. 
Most of the goods being sold at this shop will be 
sourced from our own 2.5 acre farm in 
Homestead and neighboring farmers who share 
a mission to grow with a great stewardship of the 
land and surrounding ecology.  

The store connects to a teaching, event, 
and demonstration kitchen that will be used to 
prepare one local and organic lunch to the area 
daily, the lunch will be prepared by a group of 
program participants who are engaged for one 
year in learning to grow their own food in the 
South Florida growing conditions. We’ve named 
this curriculum the Pollinators Program. The idea 
is that 15 residents a year will be growing food 
between Colony1 Wynwood and the Homestead 
farm and in that process learning about soil 
building, remediation, composting, fertilizing, 
irrigation, solar energy, grey water filtration, 
season appropriate crops and how to cook   the 
food   produced  to  serve for lunch daily.   

It is a complete education, learning why these 
growing methods are preferred over industrial 
methods, learning to grow food and then 
learning how to prepare that food with culinary 
expertise.  

The kitchen will be managed by two 
chefs who the program participants will 
essentially be apprenticing each growing season. 
We believe that this will provide an opportunity 
for unexplored potential for individual program 
participants. Offering residents to explore 
untapped talents, to build new skill sets and go 
out into the community and teach others. We 
believe this is the path towards a resilient 
community.  

Let me pause the explanation of 
Colony1’s programming and mention that Miami 
is one of the most climate vulnerable cities in the 
United States, South Florida in particular is very 
unique as it literally sits on its water supply. 
Florida is home to some of the most unique and 
magically fresh water springs and cave systems 
in the world. Ponce De Leon believed the 
Fountain of Youth was in Florida. Imagine 
walking through a tropical wilderness and finding 
among it the most pristine, clear and glass like 
waters just bubbling from the Earth. The springs 
of Florida look like elliptical jewels sparkling 
under a frame of grey bearded oaks and bald 
cypress trees.  If you’ve ever wanted to know 
what it is like to swim in champagne, this is 
where it happens.  

Sounds colloquially “sweet”, right? In fact 
the main ingredient of sweet, sugar, is one of the 
biggest polluters of these hidden treasures. Big 
sugar and other industrial agriculture is 
responsible for pesticide and nutrient runoff into 
these waters causing an offset of the ecological 
balance and this produces a toxic amount of 
algae blooms that plague the waters every 
summer. This is one of many problems; the State 
has multiple Water Management operators that 
operate the man made system of canals to guide 
this dirty water back into the Everglades; 
however, the water management is careless and 
because of the content of this “dirty” water, the 
Miccosukee historic tree islands are slowly being 
washed away.   This   is   just   one   portion  of a 
greater       picture         of       Florida’s       water 
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mismanagement; the center of the U.S.’s 
agricultural industry has run off into the 
Mississippi, which also dumps into the Florida 
Gulf Coast. The problems seem endless.  

What to do? It’s such a massive scale of 
destruction and imbalance. We can only do one 
small step at a time and Colony1’s programming 
aims to help residents find their way to living a 
more resilient and sustainable life within our city. 
Having access to local and organic foods, seeing 
architectural design solutions, learning to grow 
food, cook with that food, consider transit 
solutions, walkability of our streets and start to 
unite a disparate community will be among a 
handful of solutions to move cities towards 
harmonious survival.  

Colony1’s building features a water 
system that employs rainwater and greywater 
from the building in a constructed wetland, the 
wetland demonstrates the dynamic nature of the 
sensitive plant species utilized by the Everglades 
on a small scale to actually clean an filter   water 
for   usage in irrigation of our  gardens. This   will 

allow the building to be Net Zero Water and also 
provide inner city Everglades conservation 
education. The entire facility aims to provide an 
experimental platform for residents to be able to 
access consumer habits that are beneficial. Also 
Colony1 will provide a platform for the merger of 
an artist and scientist in a three month residency 
program to produce a quarterly exhibition in 
Colony1’s exhibition hall to share the result of 
the marriage of the two practices. The residency 
quarters will be on site and connected to the 
landscape and the systems that make Colony1 
self sustaining.  Through this program we hope 
to demystify not only the scientific information 
around damage culture and its impact on the 
natural environment but also provide insight on 
how art can be utilized beyond the common 
commercial practices that are so prevalent in 
Miami. That in fact the current historical art 
movement of our time might even be labeled as 
‘Socially Engaged’ or ‘Eco-art’.  

Colony1  has  been  a result of my release 
into   my    urge    to   find   connectivity  with my 

Blair Butterf ie ld  
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surrounding  environment.  To  cut  ties with the 
things that I found energetically draining. To 
grow my own food, to build my own home, to 
raise my own children, to empower and rekindle 
my own humanness, to feel and see this moment 
in a cosmic history far greater than myself, far 
greater than any economic successes of our 
civilization. When the night falls on our farm, 
and  a  million  stars  shine  over  the  Everglades 

and Miami is a faint glow to the North, overnight 
visitors to the farm can feel the vastness not only 
of the sky, but of the potential of our own souls, 
our creativity, our ability to have a power that 
only is received in a harmonious and mutual 
sharing of this planet on which we live. This is 
lost amongst our recreational technology usage. 
We are blinded, distracted  by   our  own self 
image   in   operating   within    our    cities    and 

Blair Butterfield  
Self-portrait in Straw, 2015 
© Butterfield 



45 

communities    and   this   is   also   related to our 
consumer behaviors, which if infiltrated by 
popularizing healthy and environmentally friendly 
options, we can still thrive and this is one of the 
goals of Art of Cultural Evolution. To evolve culture 
out of damage culture and Colony1 will be the very 
facility in Miami to demonstrate the endless 
innovation and potential all our cities have.  

There I am sweating in my garden in the 
middle of the Everglades, there are no sounds of 
anything  human,  cars,  planes,  talking,  buzzing  of 

air conditioners, nothing, in fact it has been days 
since I’ve even seen other people and I sit to rest 
my body after weeding, straw-ing   and   seeding  
my  garden beds and there it is again, the 
golden straw lies there beckoning me to throw 
my hair into it, to strip down to my skin and put 
it together and document it. Like a fashionista in 
a mall, I can’t resist, I see myself there, I see all 
of us there. Awakened to our own urges, 
dismantling the constructions   around    us   and 
reassembling. 

Blair Butterfield  
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I see  this theme historically in the works 
of other artists like Francesca Woodman, her nude 
body in a derelict room, hiding behind floral 
wallpaper, her figure an odd compositional 
element,  Ana Mendieta pressing her figure into the 
earth with sprouting flowers covering her head to 
toe, Eve Dent hanging her dainty beige legs 
through the white cube walls of the  Arnolfini 
bookstore at the live art festival in Bristol in 2006, to 
not as literal works as Chinese artist Chu Yun whose 
installation Constellation   No.3   from   2009 
provides an outside perspective of all the 
technologies, radiation and energy usage of the 
appliances and technologies that are common 
accessories of the modern home. I even glance at 
Diane Arbus’ work in nudist colonies and see 
photographs like, Retired Man and his Wife at 
home in a Nudist Camp one  Morning,  1963 and  A    

Husband and Wife in the Woods at Nudist 
Camp, 1963 and beyond all the interpretation of 
these works, I see human beings wanting to just 
shed social constraints and awkwardness and just 
be connected with what resonates as a more 
“natural” way of being. Arbus’ photos almost 
provide an anthropological insight into both 
realms from her photographs from within the city 
where we see transvestites, prostitutes, giants, 
poverty and then to see the nudist colony work, 
the people who have just resigned from all of 
that. The people who just want to surrender to 
their essential state of being and reconfigure. 
We all stare in awe at the last standing pieces of 
nature, the last standing forest amongst the 
agricultural fields. We feel it slipping   away,  it 
is  breaking  our   hearts,  our communities   and 
any  last cultural   connections we had  remaining 

Blair Butterfield  
Colony 1, Volunteers, 2015  
© Butterfield 
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with the land. The general undertone of our 
society is one of unhappine ss, just glance at a 
television or magazine and you’ll be relentlessly 
sold a plethora of drugs and products   to 
relieve   the  condition. However, people   want 
to   reclaim   their   lives, not be mindless 
consumers and separate from being a cog that 
makes the big machine run that keeps the 1% 
above. The Midtown 34th Street Project proved 
this to me more then any text or articles. Our 
constant audience were people seeking more. 
They yearned for more information, how to do 
this or that, seeking endless resources, 
connecting to various people, organizations that 
were already in existence that could help 
activate the change they desired. Art of Cultural 
Evolution’s projects have that at the core of its 
programming and Colony1 will be the beacon of 
a radical movement to begin in South Florida.  

Blair Butterfield was born near the Okefenokee 
Swamp between Florida and Georgia. She 
studied at the San Francisco Art Institute and 
Central Saint Martins apart of the University of 
the Arts London.  She currently lives in Miami, is 
the Director of Art of Cultural Evolution, runs a 
Community Support Agriculture Program called 
the Fair Share CSA, Teaches gardening to 
children and is currently a first grade class 
teacher at Sunrise School of Miami.  See more at 
www.artofculturalevolution.org 
www.blairbutterfield.com  
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“...Stone bears us up; stone weighs us down; 
stone marks the place where once flesh 

squabbled upon the earth...”  
Ralph Hoyte 

 
f you were to fly over the Mendip Hills in 
Somerset, UK, the most striking feature would 
be the number of vast quarries dominating 

the area - among the largest in Europe.  Less 
obvious are several disused quarries, rapidly 
being re-colonised by nature.  You can easily 
walk within a stone's throw of many of these 
quarries without noticing they are there, so still 
and empty they stand, but stumble across one 
by chance and you can't fail to be amazed by 
their grandeur and beauty.   

Artist Fiona Campbell did just that, 
discovering old quarries while walking her boxer 
dog and exploring the area a few years ago. 
Inspired and fascinated by their unexpected 
drama, Fiona embarked upon an investigation 
into these hidden gems, while also finding a new 
source of discarded scrap metal for her 
sculptural work.   

The first disused quarry I came 
across was on a woodland walk. 
From  a  narrow  dark  pathway,  an 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

opening   leads   you   to   a   rocky 
escarpment, down a scree slope into 
a huge canyon-like landscape, filled 
with lush lakes, massive stratified cliff 
faces and birds of prey hovering 
above – it was truly awesome and 
remains my favourite.  So many 
quarries in the Mendips are now 
disused, enigmatic environments, 
taken over by wildlife, some 
designated as ‘Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest’. Others are 
desolate underworlds of canyons, 
lakes, huge ruins, and rusting 
machinery - fossils of both ancient 
and modern eras. Scoop out a 
hundred tons of rock a day – 
carboniferous limestone for example 
– for 120 years and you have a
gargantuan cavity of time, reflecting
life dating back over 350 million
years.  All this provides an
extraordinary backdrop and
inspiration for artwork”, Fiona
explains.

3 years on, Fiona successfully formulated an 
ambitious plan to stage an art-in-quarries trail, 
bringing     together    groups   of    like - minded 

I 

STEP IN STONE 

The experience of encountering contemporary art revealed in quarry environments was the essence of 
step in stone, an extraordinary venture, which intrigued residents and visitors to Somerset, UK. 
Collaborative, multi-disciplinary artscapes in the heart of rural Mendip featured work by fourteen 
leading artists, all with links to South West England, who responded to the nature of quarries and 
their place in the cultural and industrial heritage of the region.   

Although the backdrop was stone, most of the artwork was not. The unexpected drama of 
working quarries and fascinating, alien environments of disused sites and their natural history 
inspired works in surprising forms. 

Author: Fiona Campbell and Nick Weaver 
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passionate artists, scientists and educators for a 
major art project entitled step in stone.  Having 
received their full funding target for the project, 
thanks to Arts Council England/National Lottery, 
Mendip Hills/Mendip AONB, Ganes Trust, 
Somerset Art Works, Somerset Wildlife Trust, 
Frome Town Council, and numerous individual 
supporters via IdeasTap crowd funding, also a 
large donor, step in stone went full steam ahead 
for its opening in summer 2015.  

Phil Gibby, Area Director, South West, 
Arts Council of England:  

We are very pleased to be 
supporting this project that fuses 
art and the natural landscape 
through our National Lottery 
funded Grants for the arts 
scheme.       Bringing      together  

 

international artists, educators, 
and scientists step in stone is set 
to really engage audiences 
encouraging them to consider 
the environment around them, 
our place in it and the issues we 
face. Culture has an important 
place in helping us make sense of 
the world we live in and by 
highlighting where we can make 
changes for the better.  

Fiona says: 

I was amazed at so many kind gestures 
from people we don’t even know, and 
those we do.  Thanks to the wonderful 
generosity     of      friends,      relatives,  

Tessa Farmer 
'The Emergence' (detail), tufa, plant roots, insect wings, 2015 © Duncan Simey and Tessa Farmer 
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colleagues, various people in the local 
community and from abroad, we not 
only managed to achieve our crowd 
funding target, but we over-exceeded 
it!    All sorts of people donated from £5 
to £500.  Mendip AONB were amongst 
the large donors, a gentleman from 
Australia also donated £500 and 
another from Uganda gave   £200. 
IdeasTap selected and backed 
us with £500 as one of their best 
projects, which really helped.  Members 
of the public seem to like the idea of 
the project and we have had plenty of 
letters of support from schools and 
community groups. ‘Rewards’ for 
crowd funding pledges included hand  

 

drawn postcards, free workshops, or 
free catalogues so there were benefits 
for public support. 

I’m trained as an artist and 
teacher, certainly not a fundraiser, so 
it was quite a trial.  It took months of 
dedicated time researching and filling 
in forms!  I owe huge thanks to friend 
Nick Weaver's patient editing, work 
and support at every stage.  I also had 
support and advice from Somerset Art 
Works, Amanda Sheridan (chair - 
Black Swan Arts), Sue Isherwood and 
artist Amanda Wallwork.  When the 
letter of acceptance came through 
from Arts Council England, I couldn’t 
believe   it!  I was  overjoyed, as are all 

Christina White 
Dinosaurs, Westdown Quarry, ST 705460', pigment inks, 2013 © Christina White 
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 Fiona Campbell 
Eviscerated Earth (detail), scrap steel found in quarries, wire, paper, wax, string, wool, nylon, cotton, oil, 2015 
© Duncan Simey and Fiona Campbell 
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who are involved in the project.  Their 
grant was for just under £30,000. 

An Artist Research Trip on a cold, wet day in 
January gave those involved an opportunity to 
get together on site, explore various starting 
points and develop ideas and artwork for the 
project.  

“It was very inspiring despite the weather 
and I got home buzzing!” says artist Suzie 
Gutteridge. The 3 quarries have very different 
characteristics – Westdown/Asham is disused, 
massive and dramatic, with a long pathway and 
stream, neighbouring Asham Woods SSSI.  It 
was used as a backdrop for filming Dr Who. 
Halecombe is a working quarry with a peripheral 
circular public pathway overlooking the site, 
while Fairy Cave Quarry is mysterious with 
stunning limestone rock formations and 
renowned caves. 

Fiona says: 

I was very excited to have on board 
such high calibre artists, including 
Tessa Farmer, whose work I came 
across at London’s Saatchi Gallery. 
Her miniscule plant-fibre skeletal 
‘fairies’ and other alien creations 
involving taxidermy were perfect in 
the magical Fairy Cave quarry - a 
wonderful contrast to some of the 
larger pieces we produced. Ralph 
Hoyte, a well-known Bristol-based 
artist who makes ‘sound poetry’ 
created a piece that could be listened 
to via GPS while walking round the 
sites. I made some large-scale work 
using found and recycled materials 
inspired by the sea life that was, 
particularly crinoids and corals.  

At its heart, step in stone was be a 
collaborative multi-stranded art trail around 3 
disused and working quarries in the East 
Mendips, illuminating these spectacular, hidden 
landscapes while exploring Somerset’s heritage 
and beauty. Fourteen artists, all with connections 
to South West England but from  as far  afield  as 

Norway and Australia, developed and created a 
series of research-led site-specific temporary 
artworks for a curated trail in response to the 
nature of quarries, and their place in the cultural 
and industrial heritage of the region. 
Contemporary sculpture, land art, photography, 
textiles, painting, drawing, sound, spatial poetry 
and printmaking were installed within these 
environments, aiming to surprise, delight, 
challenge, fascinate and inform.   

A free event, open to the public, step in 
stone offered local communities and visitors 
from afar a memorable experience linking 
culture and environment, encompassing 
meaningful art and science (natural history, 
ecology, geology), increasing public awareness 
of these beautiful spaces and issues surrounding 
them. Central to the project was a broad public 
engagement.    Guided    walks    were    run   in  
collaboration with microscopists from Somerset 
Wildlife Trust (SWT) and artists, exploring the 
quarries; artist-led talks and art workshops also 
engaged the wider community, aiming to reach a 
broad spectrum of people. Workshops specifically 
to give school children an opportunity to 
experience a creative, educational resource   were 
supported by SAW’s InspirED offers for subscribing 
schools.  Linked exhibitions were held in the Black 
Swan Arts Centre (BSA), Frome, Somerset Earth 
Science Centre (SESC), near Shepton Mallet, and 
Frome Museum.  

  Young budding artists had an 
opportunity to get involved and exhibit their 
own work alongside international artists. A 
sculpture design competition was held in May 
’15 in collaboration with BSA, for under 20 year 
olds.  20 of the best entries went on show during 
Somerset Art Weeks Festival ’15 at the Black 
Swan Gallery. The winning designer worked with 
a step in stone artist to create her work in 3-D, 
which was exhibited as part of the Trail. 

The Mendips are characterised by a wide 
variety of sedimentary rock types, formed in a 
range of different ancient environments from 
tropical seas through coal swamps to arid 
deserts, and more recently, cold glacial climates. 
Of the many different kinds of rock which make 
up  the  Mendips, the most important and useful 
is carboniferous limestone, a  hard  rock   formed 
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from calcium carbonate, full of the fossilised 
shells and skeletons of ancient sea life.  

Carboniferous limestone shows an 
abundance of crinoid (sea lily) remains, corals 
(such as rugose) and brachiopods, ancient algae 
and stromatolites.  Rock unconformities give the 
Mendip area pride of place in geological history. 
Several excellent hugely contorted fold 
structures can be seen in Asham Wood Quarry. 
Volcanic rocks are rare in the Silurian period, and 
the Mendips are one of the few places in UK 
where they can be observed. 

Large scale quarrying started with the 
industrial revolution, though the oldest 
excavations in the Mendips date back to Roman 
times when the area was an important  source  of 
lead   and   silver.   The   rate   of  extraction  has  

 

accelerated significantly since the 1930's as the 
demand for roadstone in particular has 
increased, for which most limestone quarried 
locally (about 90%) is now used.  All this history 
is insignificant though, in comparison to the 
millions of years of geological history exposed in 
a single quarry face and the 400 million years 
over which the Mendips have evolved.  
           The pros and cons of quarrying are 
ambiguous and controversial, fodder for 
comment and enquiry. With limestone being 
used at the rate of 5 tons, (approximately the 
weight of 1 fully grown elephant), per person per 
year there is no denying the demand for this 
material.  Things made   with   limestone   are  all 
around us in the modern  world. Limestone 
concrete   is    one  of   the  most    widely    used 

Sally Kidall  
Sally Kidall installing Terra Firma: there’s no place like home at Fairy Cave Quarry, 2015 
© Duncan Simey and Sally Kidall 
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construction  materials, it is used in smelting of 
iron ore, in asphalt, the manufacture of plastic, in 
make-up and even in our cereal!  Today the 
environmental impacts of quarrying are carefully 
managed. Plans are made and funds set aside 
for reclamation or beneficial use of currently 
active quarries for when they are eventually 
worked out, but how do such carefully managed 
schemes compare with the beauty and 
fascination of recolonisation by wild nature? 
Despite this wonderful heritage, the Mendips are 
rurally isolated with limited engagement with the 
arts.  The step in stone event has offered 
opportunities for all to access the countryside 
while benefiting from arts/science engagement. 
The project also connected with 2015’s 
environmental milestone of sustainable 
developmentxgoalsx(SDGs)xsee http://www.sust
ainabledevelopment2015.org).  

step in stone was installed in stages between 
July-October 2015:   

July-October – Workshops/talks/exhibition - 
SESC, Stoke St. Michael 
August-October - Art installations/tours - 
Halecombe (working quarry, peripheral public 
pathway); Westdown (massive disused quarry), 
Chantry 
3-18 October, finale fortnight tied in with
Somerset Art Weeks Festival '15 and

Momentum programme - Exhibition - Black Swan 
Arts Centre and Museum, Frome 
plus Art installations - Fairy Cave (secure disused 
quarry), Stoke St. Michael  

A film documenting the event was shown at the 
finale.  

The Step in Stone team included leading local, 
regional and international artists, invited and 
selected with the assistance of Somerset Art 
Works and Black Swan Arts Centre. Fiona 
Campbell, with help from Amanda Wallwork 
(Sherborne House Arts Director & co-curator of 
exlab & B-side Fest, Dorset) and Zoe Li (SAW & 
Arts Council manager) curated the project.   

Somerset Earth Science Centre and Black Swan 
Arts Centre hosted related exhibitions. Other 
partners such as Somerset Wildlife Trust and 
Mendip AONB were involved in public 
engagement and they acquired huge public 
support.  

Art ists included: 

Artmusic – interdisciplinary collaborations. 
See Lachrymae     
Catherine Bloomfield – low relief sculptures, 
assemblages, collagraph and print. See The 
Plant Project 
Bronwen Bradshaw – abstract contemporary 
printmaker. See Somerset Printmakers  
Duncan Cameron – mixed media sculptural 
work. See natural history collections in cabinets 
Fiona Campbell – sculptor using recycled metal 
and found materials. See SAW/NGS Abundance 
Garden Trail; Scraptors narrative sculpture 
Trail; Glastonbury Festival    
Duncan Elliott – sculptures from found rock 
fragments. See Atkinson Gallery 
Tessa Farmer – international artist of miniscule 
sculptures. See Natural History Museum, Saatchi 
Gallery, Holburne Museum    
Stuart Frost – sculptor & environmental artist. 
See Victoria Art Gallery, Bath & Professor of Art, 
Norway      
Suzie Gutteridge – multi media artist. 
See Sheffield Millenium Galleries 
Ralph Hoyte – sculptural & spatial poetry. 
See Bristol’s floating harbour verse & Garden of 
the 4 Jewels 
Sally Kidall – international environmental artist. 
See Bondi Beach, Sculpture by the 
Sea & International Contemporary Sculpture 
Festival      
Caroline Sharp – artist & landscape 
architect.  Walford Mill & Crafts Study Centre 
Amanda Wallwork – artist. See Mapping The 
Jurassic Coast; exlab project & b-side multi media 
arts festival Christina White – photographic artist 
and teacher. See Quarry Faces & Mendip Rocks! 
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Fiona Campbell 
Fiona was project manager and curator of step in 
stone. She lives in Somerset, UK, working as a 
practising artist. Interested in the natural world, its cyclical 
persistence and interconnectedness, Fiona creates mixed 
media sculptures wrought as nest-like structures 
echoing universal primal forms.  She exhibits 
internationally, works to commission, teaches and runs 
community art projects.  Awarded the Environmental 
Prize - Devon Recycled Sculpture TRAIL ’15, Atkinson 
Gallery Summer Show Prize ’11, 3d Artist of the Year - 
David Shepherd Wildlife Foundation ’09, she was also 
highly commended for her Green Capital Artist 
Residency ’12, involving work at the Arnolfini, harbour and 
Create Centre, Bristol.   www.fionacampbellart.co.uk 

Nick Weaver 
Nick was a step in stone project partner, contributor to the 
project by assisting with administration, finance, publicity 
and practical support as well as artistic collaboration. Nick 
has been making commissioned furniture/sculpture for the 
last 6 years since taking early retirement from the Ministry 
of Defence. Educated with an Environmental Science MSc, 
and with a career as a weather forecaster and 
oceanographer behind him, he is now enjoying the 
freedom to be creative inspired by a lifelong fascination 
with nature and gardening as revealed in his rediscovered 
nature notebooks, with their intricate sketches of plants, 
insects and fungi. 
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cclaimed Chicago artist Jenny Kendler 
has been chosen to be the founding 
participant in the Natural Resources 

Defense Council’s Artist-in-Residence program. 
Kendler’s lauded works, exploring intersections 
between human culture, perceptions of the 
natural world, and declining biodiversity, are an 
easy fit for the program, which is envisioned as a 
unique opportunity for engagement between 
environmental experts, artists, and the general 
public. 

“This is exactly where I want to position 
myself,” said Kendler. “As an artist embedded in 
a science-based, advocacy organization. This is a 
perfect fit, and I could not be more excited 
about the issues we will be exploring together.”

Kendler is known for her intimate 
drawings, sculptures and installations that 
explore people’s view of nature and blur the line 
between art and advocacy. During the year-long 
residency, she will be working side-by-side with 
NRDC’s Land and Wildlife program out of the 
organization’s Chicago office in direct 
collaboration with lawyers, policy experts and 
scientists working on an array of issues in the 
hope that  resulting  artworks  will  help  translate 

 

 

 

and  contextualize  NRDC’s  wildlife advocacy in 

new and engaging ways.xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxx“An artist’s distinct perspective creates 

new ways to engage the public on the pressing 

environmental issues we work on,” said NRDC 

Manager of Art Partnerships Elizabeth Corr. 
“NRDC’s residency will highlight the central and 
complementary role the arts play in animating 
science, advocacy and environmental issues.” 
Public engagement will be core to NRDC’s Artist-
in-Residence initiative. Kendler has already begun 
several new works including a “food cart” for 
monarch butterflies to be installed at the Pulitzer 
Arts Foundation in St. Louis during this year’s 
Marfa Dialogues sessions (the Gateway City is 
home to the chemical company Monsanto, 
makers of pesticides often implicated in the rapid 
decline of milkweed and the butterflies that rely 
on it for food), an installation at EXPO Chicago, 
and a potential partnership with the Chicago Park 
District. All of the projects will be designed with 
hands-on public participation in mind so as to 
expand the audiences that NRDC traditionally 

reaches and to encourage people to think about 
our work and the natural world a bit differently. 

A 

MILKWEED  
DISPERSAL BALLOONS 
Jenny Kendler is a Chicago based interdisciplinary artist, environmental activist, naturalist, social 
entrepreneur & wild forager whose work explores the multi-layered intricacies of our relationship with 
the natural world. She is currently the first Artist-in-Residence with Natural Resources Defense Council 
(NRDC). 

Interviewee: Jenny Kendler 
Interview Questions: Giovanni Aloi 
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Jenny, you are more regularly described as 
an interdisciplinary artist, environmental 
activist, naturalist, wild forager & social 
entrepreneur. Can you tell us when and how 
did your interest for the natural world began 
and when you turned to activism? 

My mother was always environmentally 
conscious when we were kids in the ‘80s, and 
helped design the passive solar house we lived 
in. Composting and closing the reflective blinds 
to keep the house cool were just normal things 
we did, as were gardening and camping and 
learning the names of birds and plants. So, the 
natural worlds has always fascinated me, in many 
ways    I    think     of   my   current  practice as an 

Jenny Kendler  
Documentation from Milkweed Dispersal Balloons, 2014 
Image courtesy of the artist and NRDC. 
© Kendler 

extension of my pastimes as a child — 
making pokeberry paint, braiding grass rings, 
creating “potions” from poisonous berries, 
collecting feathers and creating tiny 
watercolor paintings of beetles, which I 
would work on for hours. 

In terms of activism, I feel that I have a 
lot to live up to. My maternal grandmother 
recently told me she met my grandfather in 
San Francisco in the‘40s at an anarchist rally. 
He was a school psychologist and a Unitarian 
Universalist minister who performed 
ceremonies for interracial and same sex 
couples whom others wouldn’t marry. My 
grandmother was a librarian and a founding 
member of Mothers For Peace, which  
organized    to    stop    the   Diablo    Nuclear
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Power   Plant   from   being built  right on  the
San   Andreas  and  Hosgri faults. My father’s 
parents were both behavioral psychologists and 
had to fight against anti-semitism and prejudice 
against female scientists during their careers — 
so we have a long tradition of political-
engagement and activism in my family. I have 
many fond memories of honing my ethical views 
in playful arguments with my Dad’s father, who 
had a wonderful sense of humor. And luckily, 
even with this science-heavy background, my 
physician parents were always incredibly 
supportive of my interest in art, which began at 
birth as far as I can tell. My mother has always 
told me my second word was “picture,” and at 
Montessori school my teacher report said 
something like “Jenny is a great student, and 
good with the other kids, except she doesn’t like 
to share the paint set.” 

Who are your naturalist heroes and what do 
you think the role of the naturalist in today’s 
society may be? 

My naturalist heroes include Rachel Carson, 
author of Silent Spring which was a catalyst of 
the environmental movement; E. O. Wilson, who 
developed the biophilia concept and has written 
extensively on biodiversity and evolutionary 
theory; Sir. David Attenborough, made famous 
in the US by the wonderful BBC nature programs 
he hosts; and Ed Abbey, who wrote the 
marvelous Desert Solitaire and whose last wish 
was to be driven in a bed of a pickup to be 
buried in and unmarked grave in the desert he 
loved — a wish his friends followed, despite it 
being illegal, and toasted him with beers at his 
grave. 

A naturalist is distinct from a biologist in 
that the title is open to anyone, regardless of 
professional training. The key is love...and 
probably a healthy dose of obsession. But it’s 
not hard to become obsessed with the intricacy 
and variety of the natural world. In this way, I 
think the naturalist is important today as an 
ambassador between our ideas of Nature and 
Culture. In modern society, we think these are at 
two    separate   ends   of  a spectrum, and so we 

have the naturalist to help us traverse these 
realms, and perhaps re-knit them together. I 
think contemporary naturalists like philosopher 
David Abram, poet Diane Ackerman, forager 
Sam Thayer, nature writer David Quammen, and 
author Barbara Kingsolver do an admirable job 
of this — using their passion to connect people 
more deeply with the natural world — and to 
give voice to the peril we are brining upon the 
Earth and therefore ourselves. 

Now, wild foraging has become rather 
fashionable. Can you reveal some of your 
foraging secrets or tips? 

Of course, I love to teach about plants. I lead an 
official workshop and foraging hike every year at 
the ACRE artist residency, and many unofficial 
ones with friends all year long. It’s hard to hang 
out with me without getting offered a flower if 
we’re on a walk or a medicinal tincture if you tell 
 

I think a good “secret” I can reveal to 
your readers, many of whom no doubt live in 
urban areas, is that many ‘ornamental plants’ 
you’ll find in people’s front yards (perhaps 
hanging invitingly over the sidewalk) also yield 
delicious wild edibles. Two of my favorites 
include Service Berries (also know by the 
delightful name, Saskatoons) and Daylilies. 
Service berries are like applesauce-blueberries 
with marzipan seeds and daylily buds are 
delicious when stuffed with cheese and baked. 
You’ll also find most cities have lots of violets, 
dandelions, mulberries, lamb’s quarters, oxalis 
and innumerable other treats. [As a cautionary 
note, for the age of industry, harvest in areas 
safe from industrial pollution and away from busy 
roads — and stick to fruits and flowers if you 
think your soil might have high lead content.] 

Regarding safe identification, the general 
foragers’ rule is “never eat something unless 
you’re 100% certain of what it is,” which I think 
seems daunting to foraging novices. But I like to 
put it this way: If you’re at a grocery store, can 
you tell with total certainty which fruit is a 
grapefruit and which is an orange? 

Of course, even though they’re actually 
quite   similar  in  the  grand  scheme of fruits. All 

me you’re having trouble sleeping. 
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you need to do is familiarize yourself with the 
“patterns” of the new plants, and soon it will 
become second nature to be 100% sure. 

Tells us about your best foraging moments 
and what aspects of the foraging-philosophy 
are more interesting to you? 

Regarding a favorite foraging memory, having 
mentioned Montessori school earlier, one of my 
fondest (and earliest) foraging memories is of 
teaching the other kids that you could eat the 
berries growing on the tree in the playground. 
When the teacher wasn’t looking, we’d boost 
each other on top of this metal tank to reach the 
sweet, sticky, dark purple berries and stuff them 
in our mouths. Logically, I think my mom must 
have taught about mulberries being safe to eat, 
but at the same time, I wonder if I had just tried 
one and liked its taste? — because I also 
distinctly  remember  that  we  were   hiding  our 

berry eating from the teachers since we thought 
the delicious berries might be poisonous and 
they’d make us stop. Classic childhood cognitive 
dissonance. The element of danger made it all 
the more fun, of course. 

But the best part is not a single 
encounter, it’s just that I just forage all the time, 
as a regular part of my being in the world. Just a 
week ago, I was longing for the black locust 
trees to flower, and now I’m eating their 
delicious vanilla-peashoot-tasting crunchy 
blossoms on everything — a once a year treat. 

Does foraging impact on your creative work? 

Yes, absolutely. For me, foraging is part of the 
intimate relationship with the natural world that 
is at the root of my practice — a relationship that 
I’m happy to extend beyond seeing and hearing 
to smelling, touching and tasting. It’s also been a 
marvellous    way    to    be    more   keyed    into 

Jenny Kendler  
Documentation from Milkweed Dispersal Balloons, 2014 
Image courtesy of the artist and NRDC. 
© Kendler 
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seasonality    and    specifics     of    environment, 
which is an essential, if mostly forgotten, part of 
being human. 

Food-finding would have been one of the 
primary ways in which human beings interacted 
with their environment for all of human history 
prior to the last 10,000 years. Reports and 
personal experiences from Westerners who were 
raised with indigenous peoples, such as 
Elizabeth Marshall Thomas and Robert Wolff, or 
accounts of anthropologists like Stuart Schlegel, 
suggest that we all once lived completely 
sensorially embedded in the natural world; 
deeply sensitive to an knowledgeable about its 
rhythms and patterns and animals and plant 
inhabitants. The use of plants for food or 
common medicines would have been everyday 
knowledge for most people. So being a forager 
is not just a way to eat delicious flavors 
unavailable in modern agricultural products, or 
just to get in better touch with nature — but is 
also a way to understand a more deep-time view 
of essential human experience. 

In 2014 you were named artist-in-residence of 
the National Resources Defense Council, one 
of the most influential environmental groups 
in the States. How has the experience 
of working with them developed thus far? 

The experience of working with NRDC has been 
transformative and profound. It feels as though I 
have found my home — being an artist 
embedded in an activist, science-based 
organization — but still free to work like an artist 
works. NRDC has been truly remarkable, I think, 
in their sensitivity to the artistic process, and for 
this I have to give total credit to Elizabeth Corr, 
creator of the artist residency, who worked for a 
long time to make this program real. 

What have you learned about specific 
challenges involved in environmental 
preservation? 

I’ve learned a lot from the people at NRDC, and 
hope  that  my  role  in  the  organization (which I 

have jokingly referred to as ‘institutional  coyote’) 

Jenny Kendler  
Documentation from Milkweed Dispersal Balloons, 2014 
Image courtesy of the artist and NRDC. 
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helps  to  open up the way they conceive of their 
advocacy as well. So far, I think the experiment 
has proven to be a resounding success. 

In relation to your involvement with the NRDC 
you said: “This is exactly where I want to 
position myself. As an artist embedded in a 
science-based, advocacy organization, this is 
a perfect fit, and I could not be more excited 
about the issues we will be exploring 
together”. Multidisciplinarity has become one 
of the recent imperative of art and academic 
alike. Although the premise is exciting, it also 
comes with complications. In your 
experience, what have been the most difficult 
challenges involved in working with 
scientists? 

Yes, its certainly complicated and potentially 
fraught with problems — but of course, this is 
likely one of the things that draws us artists 
towards multidisciplinary projects, like moths to 
the flame. This is a challenge worth tangling 
with, as far as I’m concerned. I think  de-siloing is 

 

going to be absolutely essential if we’re going to 
tackle the challenges of the coming century. In 
terms of actually working with and alongside 
scientists or other disparate disciplines, think the 
biggest hurdle is getting to the point where 

you can take the first step; getting 
people to believe   that   it   will  work.   We 
faced  a lot of doubters coming into this project: 
some thinking art would be too ‘silly’ to fit into a 
serious organization, and some thinking high-
brow art might alienate people. Luckily, we have 
also had some folks who were tremendous 
champions of the residency from the beginning, 
and I’m pleased to say that we have heard quite 
a few personal accounts from people who didn’t 
think the cross-disciplinary angle would work, 
and are now championing the residency 
themselves. 

The past year has been one of your busiest 
so far. Amongst other projects you had a 
show at the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum, 

Jenny Kendler  
Documentation from Milkweed Dispersal Balloons, 2014 
Image courtesy of the artist and NRDC. 
© Marfa Dialogues / St. Louis. Photo by Carly Ann Hilo. Courtesy Pulitzer Arts Foundation 
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a Chicago institution aiming at enthusing 
people of all ages about the natural world. 
How important is to reach big and diverse 
audiences? 

It’s deeply important to me to be inclusive in my 
artistic practice. The more people I can actually 
communicate with in a meaningful way, the more 
successful I see my work being. A rigorous 
intellectual practice is important and personally 
fulfilling to me, and drives my creative process, 
but I don’t see any reason why one can’t work to 
build a model where inclusivity and generosity is 
a part of that type of practice. 
I’ll be very blunt and say, I see little value in 
being intentionally (or even negligently) 
exclusive in one’s work, save to build up a 
product for market or stoke social egos, neither 
of which interest me. I’m very intentional in my 
forms and subject matter: to use beauty as a 
lure, to create work that people feel is ‘open’ to 
them. I may start with a bird or a flower — but 
then,   I’m   actually   talking   about   some   very 

difficult material: destabilizing human 
exceptionalism, extinction, conceptualizing other 
minds...all of which may entail some behavior 
changes people may not initially like, and I want 
people to be able to actually listen. 

Also, I really believe in art, and in the 
power of art to change human culture. I feel in 
my practice, not only a struggle for ecological 
(and therefore economic) change, but also a 
struggle for art not to become synonymous in 
the public’s mind with luxury goods. That would 
be a tragedy. I think we can have art that 
connects with life, but still retains everything we 
love about art. Intelligent art doesn’t have to be 
ugly. Perhaps I am being willfully naive, but I 
believe we can have intellect, rigor, beauty, 
generosity and feeling all at once. I think some 
people are afraid that making work that’s 
“pretty” or intentionally “populist” in flavor will 
make them look dumb. I think, in the long game, 
it may be quite the opposite. 

An impressive installation of ‘engineered’ 

Jenny Kendler  
Installation view at EXPO Chicago 2014 of Tell It To The Birds © Kendler 
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vintage porcelain statuettes titled Tell It To 
The Birds stole the show at EXPO Chicago 
2014. Can you tell us about that project—how 
did the idea come about? 

The Tell it to the Birds exhibit was an attempt to 
bridge the experiential gap between human and 
non-human animal minds. 

The main component of the exhibit was a 
10ft interactive sculptural-structure in which 
visitors were invited to “make a confession” to 
the natural world. Guests used a field guide we 
created to choose from one of 11 threatened 
and endangered birds. They then entered, one 
at a time, into the sculptural dome, where they 
encountered a forest-scented lichen 'dish' 
concealing a microphone. Within the darkened, 
private interior, each person was then able to 
‘tell it to the birds‘ — to confess a secret to the 
natural world that they feel other people or the 
human world might not understand. Custom 
software live “translated" their words into 
birdsong, heard both inside and outside the 
structure — yet only the speaker knew the 
meaning of their song.  

I was both astonished and moved to have 
quite a number of people emerge from the 
dome with tears in their eyes, saying they’d been 
able to say something they’d never told anyone 
before. Though people’s words were not 
recorded in any way, one gentleman said he 
didn’t mind sharing his secret, which was that 
he’d killed a robin as a boy, and that finally able 
to apologize.   

The initial idea for the work came about 
from thinking of translation as the first step in 
any border crossing. Though the act of 
translation, by its nature, is always inadequate, it 
also creates an open-ended and unpredictable 
channel for connection, suggesting an implicit 
kinship between speakers. This act recognizes 
the inviolable difference of the other, while also 
attempting this first and necessary step. 

By infusing human meaning and emotion 
into the language of birds — a poetry of 
slippage was created  — and I hoped with the 
destabilization of traditional semantics, it would 
raise questions about what we mean when we 
say 'language.'  A  perfect example of what I was  

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
getting at came from my husband’s 87 year old 
grandmother from rural Pennsylvania, who said: 
“I always loved listening to birds sing, but you 
know, until now I never thought about what they 
were saying!”  

Linguists such as Noam Chomsky assert 
that language exists in an evolutionary 
continuum from non-human to human animals. 
Once claimed to be something that separated 
humans from animals, language or at the very 
least, the need to communicate is something 
that we now know we share with most living 
beings. I'm interested in what it means to 
translate across the species boundary, beyond 
an anthropocentric perspective; to communicate 
with and attempt to understand new kinds of 
mind, intelligence and culture in non-human 
species — and the immeasurable value that we 
might find there. 

This act of cross-species empathy is so 
deeply important today, because how human 
beings feel about a species is becoming one of 
the most important factors in that species’ 
survival. Human imagination has become an 
ecological force.  

Tell it to the Birds, like much of my other 
work, takes cues from eco-phenomenology and 
bio-semiotics,  suggesting that — while we may 
never be able to completely understand the 
subjective experience of mind, or umwelt, of a 
bird (or any other being) — by experiencing our 
own words spoken in the voice of these others, a 
tenuous thread of connection is extended across 
that gap. 

Looking at your body of work, it seems 
evident that everything develops in a sort of 
organic way where one idea is built upon or 
further explored aesthetically and 
contextually through different works and 
projects. What are the main threads of 
enquiry that drive your practice and 
research? 

• attempting to understand animal
consciousness; otherness

• imagined transformation, metamorphosis,
beneficial anthropomorphism as conceptual
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keys to the above; humans (shamans, witches, 
poets) who have embodied these roles 

• biodiversity and biophilia; the unfathomable
richness of life; invasive species & the new
nature

• re-imagining the Naturalist through an eco-
feminist lens; the history of the natural
sciences; wunderkammers & natural history
museums; cross-pollinating art & science

• conceptualizing extinction, endangerment &
loss; how this impoverishes the human
experience

• recognizing, considering and inhabiting, as
human beings, our animal nature

• the history of the environmental movement;
reinvestigating and exploding clichéd views
of nature; earth goddesses; the feminization
of the Earth as it relates to the exploitation of
the Earth

• conservation & consideration of the rights of
living beings is a natural extension of all the
above

Also, as a maker, I am interested in creating work 
that is radically inclusive and generous to the 
audience. There’s also quite a bit of humor, 
which helps with the “massive extinction”and 
“potential  complete  destruction of our biome”  
parts of my research practice.  

Monarch butterflies have been a regular 
staple of Chicago’s hot summers. Can you 
tell us how you became interested in the 
current challenges facing this species?  

My mother is from San Luis Obispo, where a 
portion of the California population overwinters 
on eucalyptus trees near the coast, so monarchs 
were a signifier in her childhood, and she always 
joyfully pointed them out to me when I was a 
child.  

I actively  follow  environmental news and 

so was saddened to hear how monarch 
populations have been plummeting over recent 
years. Then, there were several important articles 
published in 2014 where scientists said 
conclusively   that  the most  important thing we  
could do for monarchs was to plant milkweed, 
which has been largely been wiped by 
agricultural herbicide Roundup. This was right as 
I was beginning my residency with NRDC, and I 
was able to discuss this firsthand with some of 
their scientists and one of their senior attorneys, 
Rebecca Riley, who has done extensive work on 
monarchs. Having used milkweed seeds as an art 
material in the past, for it’s aesthetic qualities, 
this just seemed like a natural place to spend 
some thought — and many projects have now 
come from this.   

What ethical guidelines do you follow when 
working with animals? 

As a vegetarian of 20 years and a non-speciesist, 
animals’ thoughts, feelings, desires, needs and 
rights are always part of my considerations. 
When I use animal materials in my sculptural 
works, I’m using sheds (feathers, porcupine 
quills), materials from creatures that died 
naturally (beetle carapaces, bones, shells) or 
upcycled vintage materials (such as ruined fur 
coats). It’s important to me to be aware that 
these materials were once part of someone’s 
body, and to be respectful of that...and this 
extends into my daily life and practice where I try 
to get most of what I need second hand or in 
ways that are least harmful/most beneficial to 
human and non-human animals alike. 

What’s particularly interesting about your 
approach to nature is that you also are very 
fond of plants. Can you tell us about the role 
plants play in your work and what challenges 
have you encountered in working with them? 

Yes, as you can tell my love of the natural world 
is not restricted to the mobile. I love everything 
about plants, from the mathematics that shapes 
their intricate structures to their Latin names. Of 
course there  are  challenges in working  with any  
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other living being, even a sessile one. Plants 
don’t always ‘behave’ but its easier if you don’t 
expect them to. I try to incorporate natural 
processes like sprouting, reseeding and decay 
when I can, and have also found some novel 
ways of preserving plant material, especially 
lichens, which I use extensively in my work.    (I 
now feel compelled to mention that lichens are 
not technically plants, but symbiotic organisms 
composed of fungal and algal or cyanobacterial 
cells. I am also ‘that person’ who will cringe if 
you call a chimpanzee a monkey, though I try to 
restrain myself from saying “They’re not 
monkeys! They’re APES! JUST LIKE YOU!” :)  

Which artists’ works have more substantially 
informed your practice? 

Honestly, I don’t tend to look so much to other 
artists, as to the natural sciences and nature 
writing to find genesis for my work — but I see 
the road to where I am now, undoubtedly 
created by eco-feminist artists like Agnes Denes 
and Ana Mendieta. After I made Burial Mound, 
my continuing obsession with domes and earth 
mounds brought  me to look at Arte Povera’s 
Mario Merz, and my use of recycled fur has led 
me to think a lot about Méret Oppenheim’s 
wonderful fur teacup, and to look more deeply 
at surrealism. The idea, which I see in Surrealism 
that ‘things might have been otherwise’ certainly 
resonates in my work.   

In terms of individual works, I think Mark 
Dion’s Neukom Vivarium, where he created a 
giant terrarium for a decomposing tree he 
brought to downtown Seattle is wonderful, and 
made a big impact on me years ago. Marcus 
Coates    amazing    body    of   work,   including 
his recent piece Dawn Chorus, was brought to 
my attention by someone who saw Tell it to the 
Birds, and I feel we have a real kindred spirit. 
Heatherwick Studio’s Seed Cathedral is another 
one of my favorite recent projects. 

And then, just in terms of being someone 
who loves art and artists: some of the artists I 
find most interesting currently, include 
Marguerite Humeau, Katie Paterson, Pierre 
Huyghe, Jan Fabre, Shary Boyle & David 
Altmejd.   And   I   never   get   tired  of  Jan Van  

Huysum’s sublime flower still-lifes, which I think 
can teach one a lot about careful observation of 
natural subjects. 

What projects loom at the horizon? 

I’m working on several large, interactive public 
projects right now, including a new commission 
this summer for the Albright-Knox — Buffalo 
NY’s art museum — which extends beyond the 
museum itself into the community. I’ll be 
transforming newspaper boxes into floral-
pattern-wrapped Community Seed Stations and 
giving away 10,000 packets of native wildflower 
seeds. In partnership with NRDC and the 
museum, we designed the custom packets to 
have cut-away postcards to mail into Gov. 
Cuomo, asking for stronger pesticide regulation 
and increased native plantings, and we hope the 
millions of seeds people plant help re-wild and 
beautify the city for human inhabitants, while 
providing critical habitat for monarchs and bees. 

Then, for another pollinator-related 
project, I was shortlisted for and received a 
commission for Louisville, KY, to create a public 
project nearby downtown on the banks of the 
Ohio River, which will open at the end of August. 
Entitled Field of Vision (A Garden for Others), 
the project will be a butterfly garden, but one 
that takes design cues from the needs and 
sensory equipment of butterflies themselves. 
Most butterflies see far into the ultra-violet 
spectrum — colors humans can only imagine, 
and I use elements in these ‘invisible colors,’ in 
the garden to entice pollinators from afar. At 
night, however, using solar powered lamps 
modified to emit UV light, human visitors will get 
to experience “butterfly vision,” as the sun sets 
and the formerly invisible colors appear.  

I was also just recently commissioned to 
create a interactive project for both humans and 
non-human animals in Nosara, Costa Rica — and 
as you can imagine, I’m really looking forward to 
that site visit. I’ve been told that the area is 
“lousy with monkeys.” My kind of site.  

In the studio, I’m working on an 
experimental project to cast life-size Grecian 
statues from mud and seeds which biodegrade 
into   prairie   gardens,   and  other  projects that 
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include freshwater pearl femurs, a ‘rainforest’ 
terrarium, legal handmade-paper ‘acid blotters’ 
using entheogenic plants, collecting my own 
weight in feathers, and moth eye-spot temporary 
tattoos. The natural world is an endless resource 
and inspiration, and so I find there’s never any 
shortage of ideas. 

Jenny Kendler  
Camouflage XXIX (Poacher Protection for 
Endangered Red-vented Cockatoo) Vintage 
porcelain bird, styrofoam, paperclay, glue, 2014  
© Kendler 
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e left Oakland, California early in the 
morning, heading south over the 
coastal mountains and down through 

the San Joaquin Valley and into the desert. We 
came here to photograph the desert landscape 
with a Site Specific Camera - a camera built from 
materials collected from the surrounding 
environment. We have spent the last few years 
using this process to catalogue the varied 
landscapes around the San Francisco Bay Area: 
Redwood Forest, oak woodlands, rocky and 
sandy beaches, and grasslands. All of these 
places, as is so common in Northwest California, 
have abundant raw materials. Because each 
camera is built from the materials in its 
immediate vicinity, the form of each camera and 
the photographs they take are a function of the 
local materials. They are ostensibly pinhole 
cameras, except that we make it a point to find a 
preexisting aperture rather than making a hole 
with a pin. Apertures are rather easy to find on 
most beaches. The California coast is home to a 
shell called a keyhole limpet that has a small 
roundish hole at the top that makes it for a great 
lens. In other types of landscapes, lenses can be 
harder to find. In forest regions, we have used 
holes    in    leaves   cut   by   insects  and termite 
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SITE SPECIFIC CAMERA 

We build cameras from landscapes.  A typical beach camera consists of driftwood, heavy rocks, clumps 
of seaweed, dirt, and old tires- anything we can find in a given environment that blocks light and makes 
for a sturdy roof and walls. It typically takes 8 to 10 hours to build a camera, which is large enough for 
one of us to crawl inside in order to hold the film. Our attempts to control the landscape, to build 
cameras and keep them light-tight is in correlation with humanity’s attempts to keep nature static and 
at bay for its own gains. 

Author: Dave Janesko 

boreholes in rotting wood or bark as our 
apertures. These sub-rounded holes, especially 
in the limpets, which are more like ovals, can’t 
produce focused images. This acts to further tie 
the photograph to the ecology of the 
landscape. With each new camera we become 
part of the complex and symbiotic relationship 
between the land and its potential to be 
transformed.
       On this trip, our plan was to build in two 
very different types of environments – the dry 
desert region of Coachella Valley and the pine 
forests near Sequoia National Park in the 
southern Sierra Nevada Mountains. These two 
locations have vastly different available raw 
materials. Both landscapes are dominated by 
landforms directly related to movements along 
the San Andreas Fault. The two areas are also 
protected natural areas, in close proximity to 
both industrial agricultural landscapes and high 
density tourist locations. 
        When we arrived in the desert of Coachella 
Valley, a light steady rain was falling, an unusual 
occurrence in such a place. The rain turned out 
to be a vital resource. It transformed the desert 
dust into a thicker, more malleable substance   
that   served   as   a  useful  building material.  
The   rain    was    also    refreshing    and    kept 
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Daven Janesko and Adam Donnelly  
Top: Building the Coachella Valley camera. (Adam is inside filling cracks between the rocks with dirt.) 2015 digital photo 
Below: Coachella Valley, 2015. Fuji FP100c instant film. 
©Janesko/Donnelly  
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Top: Building the Kings Canyon camera. (David is covering the roof of the camera in bark). 2015 digital photo
Below: Kings Canyon, 2015. Fuji FP100c instant film.  
©Janesko/Donnelly 
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the temperature a bit lower, allowing us to build 
in a more comfortable climate, instead of the 
typical heat of the California desert. For this 
camera, our building materials consisted of dust, 
sand, mud, rocks and a few sticks from dead 
mesquite and creosote bushes. The majority of 
our cameras are built large enough for one of us 
to fit inside, but due to the environment and the 
limited resources, we decided to build a smaller 
camera that would cover just our heads and 
arms. We built the camera’s frame and roof out 
of rocks and sticks. The wet dirt and sand was 
used to fill the cracks and make the camera body 
light tight. The aperture lens was a crack in a 
piece of mesquite bark with wet sand around the 
edges. Eventually, the rain stopped, giving way 
to the sun’s emergence from the clouds. This 
caused the soft earth created by the rain to dry 
out and parts of our camera started turning into 
a sandy dust. We worked quickly to finish the 
build, battling holes that began to form. Once 
we were satisfied with the camera’s structure we 
decided it was time to start photographing. 

We checked our notes from previous 
builds and decided on exposure times for the 
various types of film we would be photographing 
with – Fuji FP-100C Instant Film, Ilford HP5 
4”x5”, Kodak Ektar 100 4”x5”, and 8”x10” Fuji 
X-Ray film. After settling on our exposures, I
squeezed the upper portion of my body into the 
camera’s narrow entrance. David threw a dark 
cloth over the back entryway of the camera and 
tucked the lower portion underneath my waist 
and legs before moving to the front of the 
camera where he would take on the roll of 
shutter. After I finished setting up the Polaroid 
back inside the camera opposite the lens, David 
removed his hand from the aperture allowing the 
light to strike the film for one second. Once all 
our exposures where complete, we left the 
desert, leaving the camera behind. 

The following day, we arrived in Sequoia 
National Park after a long day’s drive. We 
camped amongst the pines for the night and 
headed out in the morning in search of a build 
site.  The  climate in the Sequoias was  obviously 
much  different  from  the   desert.  The   warmer 

weather hadn’t quite made it to the region yet, 
and at higher elevations, there was still snow on 
the ground.  Despite the change in environment, 
we were once again searching for a location that 
would make for an interesting photograph and, 
perhaps more importantly, for an area that had 
the adequate resources we needed to build. The 
spot we settled on was a large sloping hill with 
an abundance of fallen trees overlooking a small 
valley. 

Once again, there was moisture. It wasn’t 
raining, but the ground was wet, most likely from 
melted snow that was now gone. The soggy 
ground did nothing to aid the building process. 
The temperature was cool and toiling amongst 
the wet earth made our clothes damp and cold. 
We built the front and back walls of the camera 
out of sections of fallen trees, and the roof was 
constructed out of layers of tree bark, moist dirt, 
and fallen leaves. Our lens was a large piece of 
tree bark with a hole that had been bored by an 
insect. This camera was much larger than the 
one in the desert as we had access to larger and 
more abundant materials. As a result, it was big 
enough for us to crawl completely inside of. 

David started out inside the camera this 
time, with me acting as shutter as we made our 
initial exposures on the instant film. Happy with the 
results, we switched places and I crawled inside to 
take the last of the exposures on our remaining 
color, black and white, and X-ray film. With our 
exposures finished, we packed up our things and 
began the hike back to the car leaving yet another 
camera behind. Over the course of four short days, 
we had built two cameras in two very different 
landscapes. Both locations had unique challenges 
and benefits, which stemmed from the physicality 
of the place and the materials and resources they 
provided. The nature and availability of raw 
materials in a given environment is ever changing 
and forces us to adapt to our surroundings in order 
manipulate the environment for our own end goal 
- to build a camera. The resulting photographs are
a document of the environment as well as a 
testament to our manipulation of the landscape. 
We consider both, the cameras and the 
photographs,  to be works of art. 
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Daven Janesko and Adam Donnelly  
Kings Canyon, 2015, Ilford HP5 4x5 
©Janesko/Donnelly  
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s stated by Kim Stallwood (2014), an 
author of books on the moral and legal 
rights of animals, the legal rights of 

animals, notwithstanding formidable challenges, 
are making progress in today’s public discourse. 
A number of significant stages in development of 
environmental ethics can be emphasized that 
bare upon the present-day concerns with 
environment as a whole or its elements – 
habitats, species, or individuals within the 
species. An American author, scientist, and 
environmentalist Aldo Leopold (1949) has 
considered moral rights to species and to their 
habitats, assigning intrinsic values to as the entire 
biotic communities, thus developing the so-
called 'land ethics'. 

More restrictively, an American moral 
philosopher Peter Singer (1977) advocated the 
intrinsic value to all creatures that are able to 
experience pain and implied that human beings 
must justify their relationship with animals, 
avoiding needless suffering of sentient beings. In 
The Case for Animal Rights, another American 
philosopher  Tom  Regan (1983) is more selective 

 
 
 
 
 
 

and advocates the intrinsic value to all mammals 
including humans due to their supposed mental 
capacities that include the ability to have beliefs, 
memory and some kind of sense of the future. 
While Leopold (1949) in his so-called 'land 
ethics' assigned intrinsic value more holistically 
to species, habitats, and ecosystems, and the 
like, the scope of Regan’s (1983) concern has a 
different locus of value, namely individuals of 
some species. Combining insights from Leopold 
and Singer, Holmes Rolston III (1997; 2015) 
argues for the intrinsic value beyond any human 
basis, embracing other species, ecosystems, and 
the biosphere. This extended view on the 
holders of intrinsic value is used to justify respect 
across species and time boundaries, as a 
political scientist Robyn Eckersley (1992) has 
emphasized. 

In the broad conception, environmental 
ethics can be seen as being inclusive of animal 
rights, animal welfare and even animal liberation. 
While exhibiting many theoretical variations, 
particularly in regard to the ‘unit’ of concern 
(entire   ecosystems   vs.   species   or   individual 
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ANIMAL IMAGES 

The broad field of environmental ethics, animal welfare, animal liberation and animal rights literature 
indicate that all encounters between humans and animals are ethically charged. In this article I shall 
examine how environmental ethics, or animal welfare/rights/liberation literature translate into public 
media. The case study will delve into the representation of animals in the Dutch newspapers, using 
content analysis to provide an empirical basis for monitoring public opinion. Assuming that attitudes to 
animals are influenced by media coverage, the results of this case study will be brought to bear upon 
the discussion of representation of animals beyond specific national context. The full title of this essay 
is ‘Animal Images: Exploration of non-human representation in Dutch newspapers’.
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animals), the broadly defined ecocentric 
perspective treats environment and people as part 
of the same whole. Notwithstanding theoretical 
differences between ecocentric scholars, animal 
liberationists, animal liberationists and 
environmental ethicists are on the same side 
sharing concerns about the entire ecosystem, and 
its elements: species and individuals within the 
species (e.g. Devall and Sessions 1985; Jamieson 
1997; Kopnina 2014a; Rolston 1997; 2015). The 
concerns these various groups of environmental 
ethics scholars share range from the destruction of 
habitats to a dismal treatment of animals in the 
industrial food production system (CAFO’s), or in 
the medical industry (Crist 2012; Crist and Kopnina 
2014).  

 Arguing that that all encounters between 
humans and animals are ethically charged (Jones 
2000; Elder et al. 1998), some animal geographers 
argued for a radical reconceptualization of animals 
in the moral landscape (Matless 1994) and for 
including non-humans within the larger 
“geographical community” (Lynn 1998). But how 
does environmental ethic or animal 
welfare/rights/liberation ethic translate into public 
discourse? In an article tellingly titled ‘Animals in 
media: Righting the wrongs: The misrepresentation 
of animals continues when animals go to press’, 
biologist Mark Bekoff (2010) has reflected that while 
animals are ‘a hot topic these days but there are still 
problems with how they are represented in mass 
media’. Since the language we use to refer to 
animals informs our thoughts and perceptions of 
who they are and our thoughts and perceptions 
influence our actions, careful attention to animal 
representation in the media is warranted. 

This article will explore environmental 
ethics theories in relation to the range of 
anthropocentric and ecocentric positions, and 
expand upon findings reported in author’s 
publications on environmental attitudes in The 
Netherlands (Kopnina 2013a; 2013b; 2014a; 
2014b; 2014c; 2014d). The case study will 
delve into the representation of animals in the 
Dutch media, for which the Dutch articles 
referring to animals published between January 
2011 and December 2011 were analyzed and 
updated in 2015. Content analysis of 
newspapers is systematic, replicable  technique  

for an empirical basis for monitoring (shifts in) 
public opinion (Stemler 2001). The results of 
the case study analysis will be examined 
through the framework of environmental ethics. 
Assuming that attitudes to animals are 
influenced by media coverage and that getting 
positive coverage can mean the difference 
between life and death (BBC 2007), concluding 
this study a number of recommendations  for 
positive representation of animals in the media 
are highlighted. 

Environmental ethics 

Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess coined the 
term “deep ecology” to express the idea that 
nature has intrinsic value apart from its 
usefulness to human beings, and that all life 
forms should be allowed to flourish and fulfill 
their evolutionary destinies. Deep ecology’s 
proponents believe in the intrinsic value of 
each individual living organism, humans 
included, and of collectives such as ‘species’ 
and ‘ecosystems’ (Naess 1973; 1989). The deep 
ecologists often support ecological justice (or 
justice between species), as well as – to varying 
degrees - sympathize with animal welfare and 
animal rights perspectives (Jamieson 1997). 
According to their critics, holders of shallow 
ecology perspective do not ask critical 
questions about the deeper causes of 
environmental problems in advanced industrial 
societies (Ophuls 1977; Devall and Sessions 
1985). Ecocentric critics postulate that the 
environmental crisis calls for reconsideration of 
major political, economic and social systems as 
well as radical re-evaluation of human-animal 
relationships (Devall 1993).  

By contrast, the “shallow ecology” 
(Naess 1973), which is more anthropocentric, 
focuses on environmental situation in as far as 
it is connected to the health and well-being of 
people, and object to overexploitation of 
environment when it concerns human beings, 
as in the case of pollution. According to the 
shallow ecology thinkers, moral consideration is 
exclusively confined to humans (Vincent 1992). 
In material terms, shallow ecology can be seen 
as   demonstrating   itself  through instrumental  
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use of environment, in a sense that nature is 
seen as a provision factory of cheap ‘natural 
resources’ or ‘ecosystem services’.  

The role of animals at home and in the 
zoos can be seen through the anthropocentric 
values. For example, circus audiences are 
delighted to watch animals perform tricks, such 
as begging for food, sitting down, counting 
and so on: “The fair degree of anthropocentric 
arrogance on the human side makes us 
appreciate an animal’s ability to roll over on 
command more than its ‘natural’ talents such as 
a dog’s sensational sense of smell or a bird’s 
ability to fly” (Schunk 2011:6). On the other 
hand, it was also noted that zoos can play an 
educational role in which zoo visitors develop 
appreciation for animals through being in their 
presence (Vining 2003). 

Many ecocentric thinkers view 
traditional cultures as supporting of non-
anthropocentric worldview, arguing that the 
religions of indigenous cultures provide 
superior grounds for ecological ethics, and 
greater ecological wisdom (Taylor and 
Zimmerman 2005). Indigenous societies used 
to maintain the friendly animals that kept watch 
for predators (Serpell 1986; Ingold 1994).  

Shepard (1996) argued that humans 
drew a distinct line between culture and nature 
at an early point in our history and that it is this 
recognition of differences between ourselves 
and other species that led to greater respect 
for animals. Yet, at present, “with the animals 
in our laps and our mechanized 
slaughterhouses”, Shepard (1993) has argued, 
‘nature’ has become much more distant. Vining 
(2003) reflected that this feeling of 
separateness ultimately led to a more 
sentimental attitude toward animals that is 
represented by increases in pet-keeping and 
animal welfare movements in modern industrial 
societies. Ogden et al (2013) has observed that 
within only a couple of decades, the once 
radical positions advocated by a diverse animal 
welfare movement have become mainstream. 
However, other authors felt that despite this 
newly found affection for animals, the mere 
scale of consumption and other use of animals 
by humans overrides individual  cases of ‘moral  

progress’ in treatment of animals (e.g. Crist 
2012).  As stated by Stallwood (2014): 

Notwithstanding significant challenges 
and noteworthy accomplishments, the 
impact to date of the modern animal 
rights movement on society’s 
relationship with animals is limited. 
The present reliance upon a strategy 
emphasising personal lifestyle choice 
appeals only to a small minority. It is 
naive, even delusional, for the animal 
rights movement to believe that this 
present strategy of a moral crusade 
will persuade society and its 
representational governments to 
recognise legal rights for animals, 
including enforcement by the state 
with its legal apparatus. 

Whatever the historical and cross-cultural 
perspective may be, many scholars agree that 
global forces of capitalism, industrialization and 
consumerism are affecting all communities, 
indigenous or not, and their attitudes to animals. 
Reflecting on these general trends, deep ecology 
calls into question the very basis of animal use for 
consumption and human industry, and highlights 
the value of non-human lives. While shallow 
ecology proponents may criticize violations of 
environmental justice in regard to unequal 
distribution of environmental risks and benefits 
among humans, concerns with ecological justice 
are rarely expressed, human exceptionalism is 
rarely criticized (Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina 
2011; Kopnina 2012; Ramp and Bekoff 2015).  

In shallow ecology animal death is often 
dismissed as nothing more than a cultural 
practice (such as whaling – e.g. Pountey 2011), 
or an annoyance (as in the case of “pests”– e.g. 
Thorne 1998) or economic necessity (as in the 
case of animals used for medical testing or 
consumption – e.g. Shepard 1993), or symbolic 
ritual (as in the case of animal sacrifice – e.g. 
Lévi-Strauss 1968). The extreme position in 
ecocentric thought is exemplified by Routney’s 
1982 paper 'In Defense of Cannibalism' which 
demonstrates the great gap between moral 
values assigned to the lives of humans and animals. 



78 

Eckersley (1992:33) notes that 
ecocentrism and anthropocentrism are “…the 
opposing poles of a wide spectrum of differing 
orientations toward nature” and there are a 
number of mixed values in between. 
Sometimes, anthropocentric and ecocentric 
concerns may overlap (Gough et al 2000), as in 
the case of climate change that can effect t 
both social and natural wellbeing, or in the 
case of preservation of rare plants that can be 
used for pharmaceutical industry. In other 
cases, since humans can do well without certain 
species, and be reasonably well sustained by 
monocultures of crops and cattle as well as 
synthetic medicines, the fate of species that are 
not directly beneficial to human welfare can be 
uncertain. Many species of plants and animals 
that are now extinct have gone unnoticed. 
Thus, some scholars have argued that the 
position of deep ecology or moral ecocentrism 
is necessary if the interests of non-humans and 
their habitats are to be protected. Thus, it was 
argued that nature advocates cannot afford to 
surrender to the easier argumentative route of 
shallow ecology (Eckersley 1992; Katz 1999; 
Crist and Kopnina 2014). In all their historical 
complexity, animals are not just surrogates for 
theory, but that ecological interconnectedness 
can provide “a greater sense of compassion for 
the fate of other life-forms” (Eckersley 
1992:28).  

Actor Network Theory and Multispecies 
Ethnographies 

Actor Network Theory (ANT) argues that there 
is no a priori distinction to be made between 
humans and nonhumans, and that these 
distinctions are subject to change and 
negotiation (Whatmore and Thorne 1998; 
Healy 2007). ANT’s framework explores how 
animals and the networks in which they are 
embedded leave imprints on particular places, 
regions, and landscapes over time (Emel et al 
2002). Thus, ANT’s approach can be illustrated 
by an ethnography of the contemporary 
international trade in kangaroo products by 
Lorraine    Thorne    (1998).    Addressing     the  

widespread popular images of ‘virtual’ 
kangaroo hordes bounding across a vastly 
undisturbed landscape, Thorne (1998:168) 
pointed out that by casting kangaroos as large, 
abundant ‘‘pests’’ now repackaged to serve the 
lucrative project of eco-tourism, the kangaroo 
slaughter is thus is rendered as a non-issue. 
Fueled by the taxonomy of abundance which 
feeds public acceptance of kangaroo slaughter, 
acceptance of animal death as unavoidable 
seems to be emanated in global contexts of 
advanced industrial economies. Criticizing the 
objectification of animal ‘other’, in her in the 
ethnography of the roadkill in North America, 
anthropologist Jane Desmond (2013) examined 
the numerous rhetorical strategies in public 
discourse that are mobilized to render invisible 
this enormous amount of animal carnage 
presented as collateral damage. 

In her pioneering work involving 
comparative cultural analyses, economies of 
animal bodies, and the cultural specificities of 
human-animal relations, Donna Haraway (2003, 
2007) announced the ‘species turn’ in her own 
discipline of anthropology. This turn takes 
‘species’ as a grounding concept for 
articulating biological difference and similarity 
between humans and animals. Haraway’s 
(2007) moral vision encompasses all animals, 
from ‘designer’ pets to trained therapy dogs, 
all of which are bonded in ‘significant 
otherness’. In Haraway’s words, “If we 
appreciate the foolishness of human 
exceptionalism, then we know that becoming is 
always becoming with—in a contact zone 
where the outcome, where who is in the world, 
is at stake” (2007:244). Haraway furthermore 
suggests that animals are not just good to think 
with (they are not here just ‘good to think with’ 
as a well-known American anthropologist Lévi-
Strauss 1968 has formulated it), but also good 
to live with. Animals are social beings after all 
to be treated as integral parts of human 
society, at least from a multispecies point of 
view.  

The ANT framework, however, with its 
focus on social construction and metaphors of 
place,  is  devoid  of  the engaged element and 
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does   not  go    far  enough in exposing power 
imbalances in representation of animals. In part 
influenced by ANT, multispecies ethnography 
(ME) has emerged at the intersection of three 
interdisciplinary strands of inquiry: environmental 
studies, science and technology studies as well as 
animal studies (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010). ME 
recognizes species turn as well as what Ogden et 
al (2013) characterize as “animal turn”, which they 
see as compelling many of us to consider animals 
as “subjects with rights,” a social movement that 
has reshaped the ways we think about animal 
cruelty and our daily practices of consumption. ME 
recognized relations emerging from 
nonhierarchical alliances, and intermingling as well 
as interconnectivity of all species (Kirksey and 
Helmreich 2010:546). Multispecies ethnography 
was linked to broader currents within academia, 
including in the biosciences, philosophy, political 
ecology, and animal welfare activism (Ogden et al 
2013). 

Yet, neither multispecies ethnography, 
nor insights from the ‘species turn’ or ‘animal turn’ 
were used for content analysis of public media. 
We shall now return to the question posed in the 
introduction: how does environmental ethic or 
animal welfare/rights/liberation ethic translate into 
public discourse 

Case study: Content analysis of Dutch 
newspapers 

The case study reported in this article expands on 
the study presenting newspaper content analysis 
conducted in 2011 and reported in the earlier 
article (Kopnina 2014b). The author has also 
conducted an update study in 2015. Five 
newspapers were selected for the content 
analysis, including four subscription newspapers 
(NRC/NRC Next, Het Parool, De Volkskrant, De 
Telegraaf), and one free newspaper, Metro. In 
2015 all five newspapers were also available 
online. The newspaper topics involving animals, 
animal-related organizations, or human-animal 
relationships were examined by using the broad 
categories of keywords (e.g. animals, 
environment, nature) or concrete terms (species’ 
names, or organizations/institutions concerned 
with    species   or   animals).    The    organizations  

concerned were either particularly targeted at 
animal     welfare,     animal    rights,    or    broader  
environment and habitat protection agencies. 
Governmentl organizations and environmental non-
governmental organizations (ENGO’s) such as Party 
for the Animals;[i] Milieudefensie or Dutch Friends of 
the Earth (http://www.milieudefensie.nl/english), 
Faunabescherming or Fauna Protection 
(http://www.faunabescherming.nl/) and the Dutch 
branch of World Wide Fund for Nature 
(http://www.wnf.nl/).  

Word frequency counts were used to 
identify words of potential interest. Consequently, a 
Key Word in Context (KWIC) search was used to test 
for the consistency of usage of words. Qualitative 
research software NUD*IST was used to pull up the 
sentence in which that word was used so that the 
word could be seen in specific context. The main 
topics were clustered into the topic categories, or a 
group of words with similar meaning or connotations 
(Weber 1990:37). Newspapers surveyed in 2015 
involved internet search using the same keywords 
used in 2011. 

Topics in 2011 and 2015 

Short explanations of each topic discussed in 
April 2011 are provided below in alphabetical 
order, with updated information available at the 
time of writing (April –May 2015). These topic 
explanations are followed by frequency 
distribution table: 

! Animal Ambulance (Dierenambulance)
AA: was established in 1978 by a
volunteer and grew into a large volunteer
organization in the nineteen eighties,
becoming Central Animal Rescue
Foundation in 1980. In 2011 the
organization was still largely volunteer-
based, having over 100 staff ranging from
veterinaries to police and administrative
workers, and works together with
subsidizing agencies and animal welfare
NGO’s. The animal ambulance provides
first aid to injured and sick
animals  transporting them to the nearest
veterinarian or clinic.  At the time of
writing  this  article, Dierenambulance has
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!  

edited a magazine detailing its work. [1] 
Newspapers mostly discussed the role  of 
veterinaries, including humorous opinion 
articles (e.g. NRC 2011a); as well as 
double standards in spending time and 
money on pets’ welfare and yet eating 
other animals (Van Hintum (De Volkskrant) 
2011). At the time of writing this article, 
Metro (2015a) reported that because of 
the high costs of veterinary clinics, pets 
are often left to die. 

! Animal Defense (Dierenbescherming) AD:
The Animal defense with nearly 200,000
followers (members, donors and
volunteers) is the largest organization in
the Netherlands that represents the
interests of all animals: pets, farm animals,
wildlife and laboratory animals. One of
the topics that came up often was AD’s
campaign  to  protect  geese  from being

shot (e.g. NRC 2011b) or the case against 
an artist Katinka Simonse who tortured or 
killed animals for her expositions (e.g. De 
Volkskrant 2011a). At the time of writing, 
Dierenbescherming had prohibition of 
wild circus animals on its agenda (e.g. De 
Volkskrant 2015a). 

! Animal Medical care (Dierenkliniek) AM:
Clinics and veterinarians providing
medical care to animals nation-wide
through local offices. AM is a broad
subject category that included reported
medical incidents, as well as attitudes
involving animal welfare (e.g. Metro
2011a). At the time of writing, De
Telegraaf had an online Dierenkliniek
column [2]

! Animal Police (Dierenpolitie) AP: Also
known as animal cops, AP is a special

Helen Kopnina  
Seal (Vlieland Island), 2015 © Kopnina 
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department of the Dutch police to fight 
animal abuse, to render assistance and to 
prevent animal sufferings. The animal 
cops were officially certified on 
December 2, 2011 by the Security and 
Justice minster establishing a new 
department within the Dutch Police 
Corps. In 2011, this institution involved 
500-strong animal police force. At the
time of writing, the continuity of
Dierenpolitie was uncertain (Het Parool
2015a; Metro 2015b).

! Animal Welfare (Dierenwelzijn) AW:
Animal welfare refers to the physical and
psychological well-being of animals. The
term animal welfare can also mean
human concern for animal welfare or a
position in a debate on animal ethics and
animal rights. This was a general topic
disused in some Dutch media
publications, with a number of specific
subjects, including ‘seal kindergarden’ or
zeehondencrèche. Particular attention
was paid to financing as well as questions
of logistics of volunteering the working
with orphaned baby seals (e. g. Het
Parool 2011a; Schreuder (NRC) 2011; De
Telegraaf 2011a); and accidental death of
seal on the road (e. g. De Volkskrant
2011b). Some newspapers also reported
on seal hunt in Canada (e.g. Metro 2011b;
De Telegraaf 2011b). In 2014, the public
online opinion platform has published an
article by Ruud Tombrock, of World
Animal Protection organization, reflecting
that economic wellbeing in The
Netherlands seems to consistently win
over animal welfare concerns (Tombrock
2014). Anti Dierproeven Coalitie (ADC)
(http://www.stopdierproeven.org/nl), or
anti –animal- testing coalition, has voiced
their concerns about medical testing on
animals, particularly in the case of
induced heart attacks used on Labrador
dogs    in    the    research     hospital    in
Maastricht, which was reported in De 
Telegraaf (2014) and Metro (2014, 2015c). 

! Biological/organic/free-range meat BM:
Biological/organic meat (sometimes
designated as ‘natural’ meat) refers to
different ways in which animals are kept
and meat is produced, manufactured and
handled.  Organic (in Dutch, ‘biologisch
vlees’) is normally defined as such by
certifying bodies. Natural meat generally
refers to food items that are not altered
chemically or synthesized in any form.
Organic meat distinguishes itself from
free-range because animals are given
organically grown food, which is grown
without pesticides or fertilizers. Free-
range and organic animals are less
exposed to antibiotics than those in in
factory farming, and no growth hormones
are used. The animals are allowed to
come out in runs or in the pasture. That
they can move more noticeable in the
flesh; better blood circulation and firmer.
In addition, the young animals stay
longer with their mother. Certifying
bodies such as Milieukeur varkensvlees
(for pigs), Demeter (often combined with
EKO-certificate), PROduCERT (for free-
range, both pigs and beef), Label Rouge
en Loué (EKO-) or Skal (organic, for
chicken), as well as various supermarket
labels (http://www.knsnet.nl/pages/663).
Most newspapers surveyed discussed
whether biological/organic/free-range
meat was healthier for consumption, and
in some cases whether indeed it had a
positive effect of animal welfare. Het
Parool (2011b, 2011c) reported in a
number of articles on the growing market
in organic meat. At the time of writing
this article, newspapers were discussing
the results of research Wakker Dier
(‘Awake Animal’ organization that is
concerned with animal welfare) about the
possibility of phasing out cheap meat (De
Telegraaf 2015a).
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! Controlling ‘wild’ populations CW: Means
and regulations to control or exterminate
wild animals (deer, Canada geese, etc.)
population. In 2011 one of the largest
subjects was wild geese. In 2011 nature
and conservation organizations, as well as
environmental management orgnizations
Natuurmonumenten, Staatsbosbeheer, de
Vogelbescheming, De21Landschappen en
Landschapsbeheer Nederland, have 
‘problems with geese’ through 
employment of dogs by farmers and 
hunters. De Volkskrant (2011d) also 
reported on how hunters have concerns 
about their ‘image’ as they were supposed 
to shoot 100.000 geese during the tourist 
season in Friesland. Other wild animals 
whose populations needed to be concluded 
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 ‘controlled’ or ‘managed’ were deer and horses, 
especially in a nature reservoir   

! 
! 
! 
! 
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in report titled Ganzen-8 that there are 
too many wild geese in The Netherlands 
and they have to be shot. De Telegraaf 
(2011c) reported on the ‘plague’ of 
geese in Den Helder and a measure 
involving covering geese eggs with oil 
so that the shell does not allow oxygen 
penetration and gooselings do not 
hatch. De Volkskrant (2011c) reported on 
‘innovative    methods’      to        address 
Oostvaardersplassen in which the animals 
were shot to prevent slow death of 
starvation (NRC 2011d; Het Parool 2011e). 
The issue involved a well-intentioned 
rewilding initiative[3] when non-native 
grazers were introduced on a small piece 
of  conservation  land  without connection 
to  other  land where  they  could  migrate
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and without natural enemies. 1093 animals 
died in the winter of 2009-2010 of 
starvation and 793 animals died in 2011 (e.g. 
Het Parool 2011f). Despite popularity of the 
nature film De Nieuwe Wildernis[4] about this 
area, there was some protest platforms 
against the ‘rewilding’ method in 
Oostvaardersplassen.[5]  Some media has 
commented how starvation was part of 
a natural process (e.g. NRC 2010), with 
many discussions of whether shooting 
animals was a more humane solution 
than letting them starve. Similar issues 
are recorded in other small protected 
areas where herbivores were placed, 
e.g. Kennemerduinen and De Veluwe. 
The ‘management’ of herbivores 
continues in 2015 (e.g. Metro 2015e; 
De Volkskrant 2015b).

! Public hygiene and animals PH: All 
matters related to public hygiene and 
animals. This item was related to CW but 
normally involved smaller animals. ‘Pests’ 
included insects in the hospitals (e.g. 
NRC 2011c) and rats (e.g. Het Parool 
2011d). In 2015, pigeons (e.g. Het Parool 
2015a) and sea gulls (e.g. Metro 2011c) 
were also identified as sources of urban 
irritation.

! Pets and their owners PO: Topics related to 
pets and their owners, often related to 
topics listed above.[6] Some articles on 
specific types of pets (most commonly, 
cats and dogs), others on particular type of 
issues such as pet obesity (e.g. Zoebl (NRC) 
2011), or general positive effects of pet-
keeping (e.g. Metro 2011c). In 2015, the   
additional   topics   were   new  pets 
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allowed to be kept (NRC 2015a), as well 
as inappropriateness of some animals 
such as raccoons as pets (De Telegraaf 
2015b), pets used in medical testing (e.g. 
De Telegraaf 2015c). 

! Road kill RK: Animals that have been
killed by vehicles. In 1998, De Volkskrant
reported that it is estimated that between
5 to 10 millions animals die on the roads.
These include mammals, amphibians,
birds and insects, (De Volkskrant 1998).
Remarkably, aside from a previously
mentioned seal (De Volkskrant 2011b),
there were practically no articles on the
subject 2011. In 2015, a few incidents of
killed seals were reported (e.g. NRC
2015b; De Telegraaf 2015d). De
Telegraaf (2015e) also reported roadkill
of wolves in Germany.

! Animal Ritualized Slaughter (Kosher/Halal)
RS: The ritual slaughter (RS) of animals
was the largest topic discussed by
newspapers in 2011. The ritual slaughter
is normally practiced by Muslims and
Jews and normally involves the use of
sharp knife to slit the animal’s
throat causing the loss of consciousness
and draining the blood.[7] In most cases,
the animals are not stunned (offered
anesthetic) prior to slaughter. The
controversy arouse particularly out of
concern of the Party for the Animals or
PvdD (Partij voor de Dieren)[8] proposed a
ban on ritual slaughtering of animals for
consumption, which was backed by a
majority of the parties who are favoring a
ban on the ritual slaughtering.[9] Some
articles in the newspapers examined
reflected on the moral questions on
inflicting pain on sentient beings on the
one hand, and cultural sensitivities
(particularly for Muslim and Jewish
practitioners of RS) on the other hand.
About 2 million animals are ritually
slaughtered in The Netherlands each
year.  Many  articles  commenting  on  RS

used derogatory terms in representing 
the debate as marginal rather than a 
‘real’ or ‘serious’ issues, such as political 
instability, economic uncertainty, and 
questions associated with employment, 
energy, and migration policy. The 
majority of published articles reflected on 
proceedings around the case, with the 
Party for Animals being the most vocal 
opponent in the case (e.g. Metro 2011e; 
NRC 2011e; Het Parool 2011g; De 
Telegraaf 2011d; Timmermans (De 
Volkskrant) 2011). The articles included 
frequent remarks on how for the first time 
the Muslims and the Jews were united in 
their protest, and implications of the 
debate for political parties (e.g. Soeters 
(De Volkskrant) 2011). While the case has 
continued throughout the years, with 
attempts to stop anaesthetized ritual 
slaughter being blocked and then re-
appealed in different courts, and PvdD 
has not given up the fight[10] little publicity 
on the subject was found during the time 
of writing. 

Other, less discussed topics that appeared in the 
newspapers in 2011included animal rights 
activism, discussed particularly in negative light, 
discussing the protest actions and arrests of 
‘radicals’ from groups like Ongehoord 
[Unheard][11] and unorganized activists (e.g. Het 
Parool 2011g; De Volkskrant 2011d). Little of it 
was mentioned in 2015, aside from the mention 
of PvdD protester being assaulted by the famer 
during the action at the farm (Metro 2015f).  

Another subject involved zoos, with a 
number of ‘trivia’ facts reported about animals in 
Dutch zoos, as well as a number of stories of 
‘ending the suffering’ of sick or injured zoo 
animals such as a monkey (De Volkskrant 2011e) 
and an elephant (Het Parool 2011i). The issue 
that has not been discussed by the sampled 
newspapers (but was discussed by other sources) 
was the euthanasia of healthy ‘excess’ animals in  
Dutch zoos.[12] In 2004, for example, De 
Volkskrant has reported the euthanasia of 
healthy baboons in the Amersfoort zoo. The case 
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involved 15 male baboons that were considered 
‘excessive’ (Volkskrant 2004). At the time of 
writing, De Volkskrant had a special section on 
international and domestic zoo ‘news’ but not 
mention of euthanasia.[13] 

The topic frequency is represented in 
Table 1 below. Table 2 identifies topics per 
newspaper.  

Table 1. Topics per newspaper 2011 

NRC 
Het 
Parool 

De 
Telegraaf 

De 
Volkskrant 

Metro Total 

AA 1 28 53 6 19 107 
AD 12 24 62 39 18 155 
A
M 

0 28 8 4 2 42 

RS 32 47 36 88 12 215 

AP 9 0 34 19 10 72 

BM 3 3 3 17 2 28 
C
W 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

PH 0 0 0 0 0 0 

PO 0 0 0 0 0 0 

RK 0 0 0 0 0 0 
A
W 

26 31 44 76 11 188 

Table 2. Topics per newspaper 

Reflection 

While it is hard – if not impossible – to generalize 
about ethics considering a vast body of media 
addressing environmental, nature, and 
particularly animals, as well as broad variety of 
angles, positions, perspectives, and opinions 
involved, some general points can be made. 
One such general observation is that the 
discussion of animals in Dutch newspapers is not 
limited to The Netherlands, and while local 
interest topics are discussed, many discussions 
are either geographically (e.g. roadkill in 
Germany), or thematically (ritual slaughter of 
animals, as this concerns multi-ethnic 
communities) cross territorial or cultural 
boundaries. The more geographically ‘removed’ 
subjects are linked back to the Dutch reality 
through articles that discuss animal welfare, 
animal rights, and ethical considerations in 
relation to animals. More ‘local’ subjects (e.g. 
Oostvaardersplassen or Veluwe, that Dutch 
commuters can see easily from the window of 
the passing train with the large herbivores 
roaming the grassy territory), or semi-mobile 
subjects (e.g. migratory birds, such as geese) 
also often bring in more general media 
reflections on subjects ranging from rewilding to 
hunting. 

Another observation is that the subjects 
most   discussed   are   the   ones   most  directly  
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connected to people’s experience with animals, 
or  cases  in which  political, emotional, or ethical 
issues are involved (for example, BM, because 
meat production also touches on health 
concerns as well as raises ethical questions; or 
RS, because ritual slaughter involves religious 
and political considerations). Since most of the 
media articles examined domestic or farm 
animals, rather than wildlife, they can be seen 
both as expressions of ecocentric (since animal 
welfare extends beyond human well-being) and 
anthropocentric (since pets and farm animals are 
used for human purposes) concerns. What is 
more surprising is that some newspapers seem 
to pay more attention to these experiences than 
others. For example, NRC and NRC Next seem 
to be generally less involved with animal topics 
than Metro, Het Parool, or De Telegraaf, unless 
it concerns a high-profile political case. The 
surprising lack of attention to the issue of the 
roadkill (RK) - also observed in North America 
(Desmond 2013), or the very scale of animal 
consumption and objectification – reflected 
upon by Crist (2012) and Haraway (2003, 2007) 
leads to a more general reflection on theoretical 
framing of animal victimhood, especially in the 
context of public perception as revealed through 
media. While a number of ethical frameworks 
could help in outlining the struggles between 
humans and animals to create their “places,” 
livelihoods, the case study representation fails to 
notice is the overtly anthropocentric, 
instrumental, extractive, and at times violent 
nature of human and animal interaction. Some of 
the issues associated with CAFO’s, political 
marginalization of the Party for the Animals 
(PvdD), instances of slaughter of ‘urban pests’ 
such as geese, do find their way into the media 
and by implication, public perception, reflecting 
on the growing concern with animals in media 
and beyond. A systematic and ethically 
consistent way of looking at nature or animals, 
and human relationship to species or individuals 
within species, however, is presently not in 
evidence.  

Employment of environmental ethics in 
exploring human and animal relations in this 
case also leads me to reflect that the overarching 

‘grand theory’ of Leopold’s (1949) Land ethics or 
Rolston’s (1997; 2015) ecocentrism seems hardly 
applicable to a more particularistic interest given 
to animals in the media. Recalling that while 
Leopold assigned intrinsic value to larger units, 
that could be collectively termed ‘land’, 
‘environment’, or ‘nature’, the scope of Regan’s 
concern was individuals of some species. 
Regan’s concern with some animals and less with 
others seems reflective of the media’s (and by 
extension, it is possible to hypothesize, public) 
concern with, for instance, Labradors used for 
medical experiments over, for example, rats. It 
appears that overall conception of the ‘big 
picture’, of animals as part of biotic communities, 
as part of the ‘whole’ escapes public attention.  

Recalling the Actor Network Theory 
(ANT), which argues that there is no a priori 
distinction to be made between humans and 
nonhumans, related to the content analysis of 
the media articles, it appears that the distinction 
between humans and animals is in fact is made 
very clearly. While the scope of this article does 
not allow for detailed analysis of a social aspect 
of ethics in the Dutch media, it is safe to say that 
while the issues of social equality and justice 
appear to be taken for granted in the public 
discourse, equality and justice between humans 
and other animals is hardly discussed. Even in 
the context of discussion of humans helping 
animals (animal ambulance, animal clinics, animal 
police, animal welfare), the human mastery over 
animal fate is often taken for granted.  The coup 
de grâce in relation to sick animals in zoos, 
presented as a merciful stroke putting a fatally 
wounded animal out of misery (and thus possibly 
economizing on veterinary costs) seemed to be 
normative in descriptions of zoo animals. 
‘Euthenesia’ of healthy zoo animals or instances 
of roadkill were hardly discussed. Such treatment 
of animals indeed resembles what Schunk (2011) 
meant by “anthropocentric arrogance”. 

In a similar fashion, multispecies 
ethnography (ME) discussed in the introduction, 
considering animals as “subjects with rights,” 
and supposedly reshaping the ways we think 
about animal cruelty and our daily practices of 
consumption   (Ogden et al 2013)   seems to find 
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little reflection in the media articles. Broadly 
stated, while concerned with the fate of 
individual animals, much of the Dutch media 
coverage examined here seems to be blind to 
systematic human exceptionalism. Animals are 
also often linked to social, economic, religious, 
or political agendas. 

There is rich literature on the evolution of 
public morality in regard to humanity as a whole 
and groups within the society, which lies outside 
the scope of this article, but it would be safe to 
make a general observation that social concerns 
are widely reflected in the Dutch media. This a 
historically and culturally unprecedented shift in 
recognition of the grievances of the previously 
discriminated minorities, as well as rights and 
entitlements of all individuals, signals hope that 
one day a similar consideration can be made in 
the case of all earth’s citizens, within and beyond 
media. As Stallwood (2004) has stated, it will be 
society that will determine if animals deserve 
rights and not the animal rights movement. 
Acceptance of the land ethics (Leopold 1949) or 
the moral significance of all species (Singer 1977; 
Rolston 1997; 2015) or even some animals 
(Regan 1983) might be a long way in coming, 
but judging from the media analysis in The 
Netherlands, the promise of progress in public 
perceptions is already present. 

Conclusions 

As stated by Stallwood (2014), the animal rights 
movement is making progress in public opinion 
and public policy. However, at present it fails 
generally to decrease the number of animals 
consumed; persuade people to go vegan; 
convince governments to pass meaningful 
legislation; and challenge fundamentally 
society’s attitudes toward animals. Moral and 
legal rights for animals are currently beyond the 
reach of the present animal rights movement, 
public perception as witnessed by the media.  In 
a more negative interpretation, strategies in 
public discourse are mobilized to render morally 
invisible the animals that are being consumed as 
food in a highly mechanized and efficient 
process of production; ‘removed’ as urban pests 
or  killed  in  road  accidents.   To   recall Bekoff’s 

(2010) reflection on animals in the media, it is 
remarkable that given the enormous amount of 
press animals are receiving “we should expect that 
these who write about animals represent them as 
the beings who they are, not as who we want them 
to be or as objects to be used for our own ends. 
Nonhuman animals deserve better”.   XXXXXXMore 
optimistically, the context analysis testifies to 
continuing public interest in animals, ranging from 
animal welfare to more complex relationships 
including politics, morality and religion in 
connection to nonhumans. One can hope, that just 
as the perception of humanity as a whole, with 
associated idea of human rights, human dignity, 
and respect for people of all creeds have led to 
non-discrimination legislation in most world 
countries, the same ethical inclusion could one day 
happen in the case of animals. The shift in public 
perception – at least in some countries, and in ideal, 
if not entirely in practice, has led to making racism, 
sexism, and other forms of discrimination publically 
unacceptable – and in fact made this a matter of 
taken for granted public morality very much 
reflected in the Dutch media.  

[i] PvdD manifesto states: ‘After two centuries of animal protection
it is high time that far-reaching restrictions are imposed on the use
of animals. All too frequently animals are still regarded as objects,
which are always subordinate to human interests and may also be
used for all those interests. Even if it takes place in a sustainable
fashion, the exploitation of animals and their biotope has
unavoidably negative consequences for the animals and almost
always ends with their demise. Each kind of interaction with and
use of animals should, therefore, be continually subject to a careful
weighing-up of the gravity of human interests and the
consequences for the animal. The moral justification for
compromising their welfare decreases as human interests become
less imperative and the consequences for the animal more
damaging….With this approach, the use of animals for non-
essential human interests can be reduced and precluded 
altogether. It is evident that this applies to the production of fur, 
circuses, bull-fighting, angling and other animal-unfriendly forms of 
entertainment that involve animals. Religious and cultural traditions 
that compromise animal welfare should also be modernised in this 
regard. Indeed, traditions are not unchangeable phenomena, but 
may be adapted over the course of time in relation to new 
attitudes and moral norms as they have always have been in the 
past….There should also always be an ethical assessment of the 
different interests of humans and animals with respect to the use of 
laboratory animals and animals bred for human consumption. Due 
attention should also be devoted to the use of alternatives to 
animal testing and animal produce in this regard. The development 
and application of these alternatives can, therefore, also be 
regarded as an ethical necessity for humankind 
(http://www.partyfortheanimals.info/content/view/303). 
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Notes 

[1] http://www.dierenambulance.nl/magazine/Boekje-Winter-2015.pdf 

[2] http://www.mijndierenkliniek.nl/algemene-informatie/mijn-dierenkliniek-
in-de-telegraaf/ 

[3] http://www.rewildingeurope.com/tag/oostvaardersplassen/) 

[4] http://hollanddefilm.nl/de-nieuwe-wildernis 

[5] https://www.facebook.com/antiovp 

[6] This category was found to overlap too much with categories AA, AM, 
AD and AW and was excluded from final analysis. 

[7] (http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/shechitah.html; 
http://www.al-islam.org/islamic-laws-ayatullah-ali-al-husayni-al-
sistani/slaughtering-and-hunting-animals). 

[8] PvdD had two seats out of over one hundred total seats in government in 
2011 

[9] https://www.partijvoordedieren.nl/standpunt/onverdoofd-ritueel-slachten 

[10] https://www.partijvoordedieren.nl/kamerinitiatieven/initiatiefwet-
onverdoofd-ritueel-slachten

[11] http://www.ongehoord.info/ 

[12] http://eoswetenschap.eu/artikel/euthanasie-op-overtollige-dieren-ook-
bij-ons 

[13] http://www.volkskrant.nl/alle-nieuws-over-dierentuinen/ 
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