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ABSTRACT 

Using a plant-led methodology guided by vegetal beings commonly known as weeds, in 

this dissertation I provide an artistic and scholarly analysis of a field of artistic practice I am 

defining as critical ecosocial art (CEA). Indebted to but distinct from related fields of 

interdisciplinary artistic practice, CEA revolves around hands-on fieldwork, from public un-

lawning sculptures to feral watercolor experiments, combining socially engaged art and 

ecological art through the lens of multispecies studies. With fields like urban ecology, critical 

plant studies, land-based pedagogies, and feminist and Indigenous science studies as key 

interlocutors, I outline the influences, conceptual frameworks, and methodologies that are central 

to this form of artistic practice. Particularly important to me are forms of CEA that cultivate 

plant-human solidarity in relationship with disturbed habitats impacted by resource extraction 

associated with capitalism, colonialism, and industrialization. I argue that building interspecies 

allyship in these settings has the potential to contribute in specific and specialized ways to the 

intertwined struggles to dismantle exclusionary forms of human supremacy and cultivate 

ecosocial justice, essential tasks for those of us who find ourselves alive in—and complicit 

with—the era now contestedly known as the Anthropocene. Through an analysis of my ongoing 

collaborative project the Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory, I demonstrate how phytocentric 

pedagogy—one way of doing critical ecosocial art—provides a bundle of intertwined artistic 

strategies for teaching and learning with and from the weedy plants who dwell alongside us on 

damaged land. With these tools I join many others working to rebuild plant-human solidarity in a 

multitude of ways that resist extractive, commodification-based relationships to vegetal life and 

strive towards mutually beneficial forms of plant-human-land relationships that enable 

multispecies thriving for as many kinds of beings and lifeways as possible.
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1. GROUNDING AND INTRODUCTIONS  

 

Figure 1: A mullein yearling growing in gravel-filled soil on the edge of a parking lot on the Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute (RPI) campus, mid-Summer, Mohican land, Troy, New York. Photo by the author. 

1.1. Grounding in Plant-Centered Memoir: Meeting Mullein in the 
Troubled and Troubling Meadow, Mohican Land, Troy, New York 
(March 2018/September 2019) 

Mullein beings of 1 Ingalls Avenue: I know you feel this land differently than I do. As you 

grasp soil below ground, seeking stability and nutrition, do you feel another living being? I can 

feel pebbles under my thighs. They are leaving an imprint on my skin. Will I leave an imprint on 

your reality? Yes, of course. I will leave this land with your offspring in a glassine envelope in 

my pocket. I’ve heard this soil is toxic. There was a junk yard here, that burned decades ago. 

Centuries before that, for thousands of years, this living land held—and was held by—the 
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lifeways of humans indigenous to this place. Mullein, my ancestors were among those Europeans 

whose arrival—yeah, let’s call it an invasion—rendered that mutual holding nearly impossible. 

Some of them are buried under a churchyard lawn just a half mile north of here. Are they 

returning to the soil? Would your roots welcome them? Mullein, when did your ancestors 

arrive? Earlier than mine, I think, but not much. Did they live alongside mine? When did they 

make the seeds that became you? Last year? Two hundred years ago? Do you feel at home here?  

As I ask these questions, I sit in a grove of withered stalks. They stand around me, brittle 

and straight, some reaching well over my head. Dry leaves gather at their bases, while their tips 

are densely packed with hundreds of pea-sized orbs. They catch the soft light of this chilly 

March morning, appearing stiff and lifeless. But a light tap on a stalk with one finger, with hand 

outstretched below, and a rain of tiny particles cascades onto my palm. They look like grains of 

pepper or dark flecks of sand, but they are dormant beings, seeds that hold the germ of the next 

generation. I dust some of them into a small envelope, and scatter the rest, with a quick puff of 

breath, out into the air in front of me, wishing them well. They might sprout this year, or in one 

hundred. 

It was the purveyors of these seeds, a gathering of common mullein elders, in their last 

stage of life, who led me to this broad meadow on the bank of a wide river. Their vertical stalks 

stood out sharply among the rounded tufts of withered grass and bare-branched shrubs. They 

announced their presence from hundreds of meters away. Their younger relatives linger nearby, 

hugging the rocky, rubble strewn soil. Their radiating leaves, some as long as my forearm, are 

velvety gray-green and held in flattened circles—rosettes, they’re called—scattered like dinner 

plates around their upright, atrophied elders. 

It was these younger mulleins who urged me to slow down and sit. Sensing their 
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invitation to lower my center of gravity, I settled onto the gravel-strewn soil to admire the new 

growth emerging from their centers, surrounded by ragged leaves that had overwintered beneath 

snow and ice. Now I can feel the cold seeping through the seat of my pants. The fog draping the 

landscape drifts towards us from the many-named river just to the west. It shrouds the heaps of 

broken concrete and the low buildings in the distance. I’m sinking into a misty confusion myself, 

as I run my index finger along a young mullein leaf, admiring the tenacity of this migrant 

medicinal plant, who has rooted in contaminated soil on stolen land.  I sit and ask question after 

question, of myself, of mullein, of the land. 

If mullein says anything in response, it’s “shhhhhhh….”. Which I take as a cue to sit and 

breathe. Mullein has a long history of reciprocal exchange with humans. They are a plant 

associated with breath and lung function. Of course, they won’t answer me immediately—they 

are accustomed to resisting the vagaries of human time. The mist will rise, the ground will warm, 

kids will come by on their bicycles, doing tricks in the potholes and rubble, an older couple will 

trudge past with a bucket and fishing rod, headed for the river’s edge just out of sight below. A 

bald eagle will drift overhead, a digger wasp will burrow into the sandy soil, and crows will 

gather at dusk. As spring storms pass into summer, elder mulleins will disperse their remaining 

seeds, crumpling and decaying into the rubble. The yearling mullein plants will photosynthesize 

in sunshine and exchange nutrients below ground in the dark, and as summer passes by, they will 

build new stalks, pushing them skyward, filled with the next generation of seeds. Each time I 

visit, I will sit and ask questions and try to quiet my mind across a gulf of difference, a transient 

guest in a landscape configuration that will exist for only a small slice of time.  

When I return two years later, after a summer away, every trace of the mullein plants and 

their neighbors is gone. A sea of fresh, uniform asphalt spreads out in all directions, marked with 
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neat white lines. A single large pick-up truck is parked askew, and the remnants of last evening’s 

rain evaporate from a low spot, encased in an oily sheen. I sit on the warm black surface and 

wonder how many years mullein’s offspring will wait, entombed below the surface, until some 

fresh disturbance brings them into light and air again.  

 

Figure 2: Pulling up turf to establish a Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory plot on the campus of Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute (RPI) campus, Mohican land, Troy, New York, April 2018. Photo by the author. 

1.2. Introductions: Critical Ecosocial Art, Phytocentric Pedagogy, and 
NESL’s Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory 

I come to this dissertation project carrying the residue of myriad experiences like the one 

related above. Using a plant-led methodology guided by vegetal beings commonly known as 

“weeds,” in the pages ahead I will provide an artistic and scholarly analysis of an emerging field 

I call critical ecosocial art (CEA).1 Indebted to but distinct within the broader field of 

 
1. As I will explore further in section 1.9, the term weed is an ill-defined, flexible descriptor for a range of 
vegetal life forms who live in close association with humans. I use it here and throughout these pages as a 
means of reclaiming and redefining its commonly derogatory usage. 
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contemporary interdisciplinary art, CEA combines socially engaged art (SEA) and ecological art 

through a multispecies lens. With fields like urban ecology, critical plant studies, land-based 

pedagogies, and feminist and Indigenous science studies as key references, I will outline the 

influences, conceptual frameworks, and methodologies that are central to this form of artistic 

practice. Forms of CEA that cultivate plant-human solidarity in relationship with disturbed 

habitats impacted by resource extraction associated with capitalism, colonialism, and 

industrialization, specifically in the context of urban, ruderal, and monocultural land 

transformation will be our particular focus.2 I will argue that building interspecies allyship in 

these settings has the potential to contribute in specific and specialized ways to the intertwined 

struggles to dismantle exclusionary forms of human supremacy and cultivate ecosocial justice, 

essential tasks for those of us who find ourselves alive in—and complicit with—the era 

contestedly known as the Anthropocene.3  

 
2. We will explore the specific and varied meanings of urban, ruderal and monocultural in section 1.9. 
While urban and monocultural should be self-evident enough for now, ruderal has a more complex and 
obscure etymology. Here—in conversation with Stoetzer 2018—I used it to described land that has been 
subject to intense development or extraction and then abandoned, at least by human maintenance regimes 
in the conventional sense. As we will explore further in section 1.9 and 2.6, while in colloquial sense 
disturbance generally has a derogatory connotation and is understood to mean “the interruption of a 
settled and peaceful condition” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015c), in dominant Western ecological 
science disturbance refers to “Any activity or event (such as a forest fire or change in land use) that 
disrupts natural environmental systems” (Park and Allaby 2017) and habitats can be referred to as 
“disturbed” in this context. Throughout these pages we will think alongside this usage, extending and 
troubling it. Finally, the term land, while flexible and protean throughout these pages, should also be 
thought and uttered alongside the complex meanings held in relationship to what I will sometimes refer to 
as the “living land” terminology I use to resist the settler colonial, extractivist vision of the surface of 
earth—dirt, soil, rocks, water—as inert property. This is related to but distinct from conventions like 
using Land versus land, as in the work of Liboiron (2021) and Zinga and Styres (2011), which has a more 
incisive meaning vis-á-vis Indigenous cosmologies, and will be explored in more detail in section 2.6.1 
and 2.8. 
3. As I will explore later in this chapter and in chapter 2, broadly ecosocial justice to refers to an approach 
to justice that takes an intersectional, prioritizing solidarity between oppressed humans, more-than-human 
life, and the living land (Crenshaw 1989; Nixon 2011; Celermajer et al. 2021). Following Wynter (2003), 
Federici (2004), Moore (2015b), and many others, exclusionary human supremacy refers to forms of 
Anthropocentrism that model “the human” on a limited Euro-Western archetype that centers 
heteropatriachal whiteness among other normative conditions. Translated variously as the Age of Man or 
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In keeping with my plant-led methodology, I will use this written portion of my 

dissertation to introduce a bundle of intertwined artistic strategies I have come to think of as 

phytocentric pedagogy.4 With a particular focus on my ongoing collaborative project the Lawn 

(Re)Disturbance Laboratory (Lawn Lab), I will show how phytocentric pedagogy provides a set 

of tools and methods for learning from and with weedy plants in a CEA context. Now in its 

fourth season, Lawn Lab is a project of the Next Epoch Seed Library (NESL), an artist run 

institution I founded in 2015 with sculptor Anne Percoco. Focused on collecting, storing, and 

sharing the seeds of spontaneous urban plants (aka weeds), NESL works to create accessible and 

pleasurable situations for rebuilding plant-human relationships in settings where alienation from 

vegetal life is common, from art galleries and classrooms to sidewalks and strip malls. Building 

on this mission, with Lawn Lab NESL turns our focus to the ubiquitous, archetypal lawn as a 

disturbed habitat in need of healing. In dialogue with a rich history of lawn-disrupting artistic 

practices Lawn Lab uses public sculpture, socially engaged art (SEA), and ecology fieldwork to 

 
the Age of Human Impact, the term Anthropocene reflects the hypothesis that Earth is entering a period of 
geologic time in which “the collective impact of human activities is sufficient to significantly alter the 
conditions of life” in ways significant enough to be reflected in the geologic record (Castree 2016, 1). 
While there are earlier precedents for related terms, the current use of the term can be traced to the year 
2000, when geochemist Paul Crutzen and fresh water ecologist Eugene Stoermer co-authored an article 
proposing that the current geologic epoch of the Holocene—the climactically stable epoch characterizing 
roughly the last 12,000 years—is coming to an end due to “human induced stresses” which “will remain a 
major geologic force for many millenia” to come (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000). As we will explore in 
section 1.7, as it has grown in notoriety and influence over the past twenty years, this framing has been 
repeatedly contested and challenged in myriad ways. 
4. Phytocentric literally means “plants at the center,” and is most associated in recent scholarship with 
environmental philosopher Michael Marder’s call to reimagine and redirect dominant strains of Euro-
Western philosophy towards phytocentrism (2014). In a theme that will be covered in more detail 
throughout this dissertation, the call to center plants is relevant in ecosocial and naturalcultural contexts 
where dominant Euro-Western society has objectified and commodified them. In many Indigenous 
cultures—including the Anishinaabe, Haudenosaunee, and Lenape peoples, whose knowledge systems 
and lands I engage with in these pages—plants have already always been centered. We will explore this 
orientation further through the work of Marder, along with the work of artist and anthropologist Natasha 
Myers, feminist science studies scholar Catriona Sandilands, among others. 
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intervene directly in the damaging environmental management regimes that give rise to lawns, 

offering time for the creative agency of the land and the soil seed bank to emerge.5 I will use my 

experience facilitating Lawn Lab across four seasons, alongside other CEA projects, to explore 

how phytocentric pedagogy is one way of doing CEA for plant-human solidarity. It pays special 

attention to fields like critical pedagogy, land-based pedagogy, and critical plant studies to create 

an expanded curriculum that arches across time and space, from small moments to longer runs, 

in the distributed classroom of weedy vegetal habitat. Here plants and people are both teachers 

and learners, striving towards mutually beneficial forms of plant-human solidarity that enable 

multispecies thriving for as many kinds of beings and lifeways as possible. 

 

 
5. Predecessors for lawn as theme, muse, and medium range from Mei Ling Hom’s Invasive Aliens (1994) 
to Fritz Haeg’s Edible Estates (2005-2013) to Lois Weinberger’s Ruderal Society: Excavating a Garden 
(2019-), each of which we will explore in more detail in sections 2.3.8.3 (Hom) and 3.5 (Haeg and 
Weinberger). Soil seed bank is the term used in dominant Western ecological science to describe the 
range and diversity of seeds lying dormant in soil (Allaby 2010b). As we will explore in section 1.7 and 
1.15, socially engaged art (SEA) is a form of artistic practice that uses social interaction as a primary 
medium. 



8 

  

Figure 3: Learning with mugwort/Artemisia vulgaris and other weedy plants of the Mahicannituck/Hudson 
River edge during the Environmental Performance Agency brownfields retreat, Mohican land, South Troy, 
New York, August 2019. Photo by the author. 

1.3. Orienting Paths, Landmarks, Streams, and Flows 

While much of the content to come will focus on artistic practice, this introductory 

chapter will lead us into a theoretical landscape that, while not unrelated, is not explicitly 

connected to artistic practice. I take this route because I want to offer a series of vantage points 

from which to establish what I perceive to be the salient global, local, and personal conditions 

that have shaped the way I understand and practice critical ecosocial art for plant-human 

solidarity. These conditions are over-arching and impact every aspect of my day-to-day life, 

from my engagement with stories/theories emanating from dominant Western ecological science 

and specific Indigenous cosmologies, to my interactions with vegetal beings, to the way I’ve 
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chosen to write this dissertation.6 Of course the constellation of paths and landmarks I map out in 

the coming chapter is dynamic, constantly shifting in response to fresh information, resurfacing 

and receding memories, new and rekindled relationships. I want to lay it out as I experience and 

conceive of it now, at this inflection point in my academic and artistic career. It is by necessity 

incomplete and partial to some narratives over others, but I hope it will provide us with some 

shared means of orienting ourselves as we move through the chapters to come. 

To structure this orienting task, I have broken this introduction into five soft-edged, 

overlapping sections. We will begin in section 1.4 by attending to material and methodological 

aspects of the way this text is written. This self-reflexive exercise will surface myriad 

interlocking threads that connect my writing approach to a basic theoretical orientation that 

underpins the rest of the text: that Euro-Western dualism, specifically exclusionary human 

supremacism emanating from the nature/culture divide, has played a major role in creating 

compromised contemporary conditions and reduced future possibilities for collective thriving of 

human and more-than-human lifeways on planet Earth. This assertion colors the way I interpret 

and respond to the myriad fields, projects, and practices engaged in the rest of the text, so I will 

dedicate some time—the whole of section 1.5—to tracing its roots and contemporary 

 
6. My use of the phrase “dominant Western science” is influenced by Métis/Michif scholar and scientist 
Max Liboiron, who uses the term “dominant science” in their recent book on anti-colonial methods for 
doing science (2021, 20). As Liboiron describes it, using dominate “keeps the power relations front and 
centre” (20, note 77). They go on to summarize, helpfully, how “Western science is a cultural tradition 
where ways of knowing start with the Ancient Greeks, get influenced by various forms of Christianity and 
Judaism, and move through the Enlightenment. Generally, I have no problem with that culture. The 
problem is when it becomes dominant to the point that other ways of knowing, doing, and being are 
deemed illegitimate or are erased” (20-21, note 77). They note that there are forms of Western science 
that aren’t dominate—like herbal medicine and midwifery—which “suffer at the hands of dominant 
science” (ibid.). Given my positionality I find it is also useful to name the “Western” derivation of this 
tradition, as I also look at forms of science sometimes described as traditional or Indigenous ways of 
knowing. Thinking along with Liboiron and with settler scholar of political ecology Audra Mitchell 
(2020, 52-53) I will pick up the invitation to consider stories and theories as intertwined, occasionally 
using the hybrid story/theory, a practice I will elaborate on in more detail in section 1.7. 
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implications. From there, in section 1.6, I will return, via an approach based in feminist 

reflexivity and critical notions of care, to my personal identity and positionality with regard to 

this worldview, including subsections on my relationship to stolen Indigenous lands and Western 

environmentalisms. In section 1.7 we will take a proactive turn as we define some key terms in 

an alternative, ameliorative vocabulary for describing, analyzing, and integrating a more 

reciprocal, relational worldview within the limitations of the English language and Euro-Western 

context. In section 1.8 we will return to an explicit focus on vegetal life, exploring the 

implications of the current fascination with plants, followed by an analysis, in section 1.9, of 

why the beings known colloquially as weeds are particularly key to my articulation of plant-

human solidarity and ecosocial justice. I hope this introduction will set us up to explore, over the 

remaining chapters, how a humble artistic practice that offers a small but diverse assortment of 

humans the opportunity to learn from and with weedy plants in the context of contemporary 

urban life is aligned with broader, emergent streams—becoming rivers, becoming oceans—of 

much-needed energy devoted to collective liberation. 
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Figure 4: Writing, thinking, and moving with moss for the Environmental Performance Agency’s 
Multispecies Care Survey, Mohican land, Troy, New York, August 2019. Photo by Daniel Phiffer. 

1.4. What to Expect: A Plant-Led Methodology 

While indebted to many artistic, scholarly, and naturalcultural precedents, CEA for plant-

human solidarity and the strategies associated with phytocentric pedagogy arose first and most 

directly through hands on work with the spontaneous, vibrant plant beings—often disparaged as 

weeds—with whom I cohabitate on a daily basis. In deference to this reality, throughout these 

pages, as we explore the genealogy of CEA for plant-human solidarity and the ingredients of 

phytocentric pedagogy, aspects of my plant-led methodology will be apparent in the text—and 

even troublesome or distracting for some readers.7 I integrate this plant-led methodology into my 

writing out of respect for the plants who have guided me, and as part of my commitment to 

 
7. As I explore further in section 1.7, the term naturalcultural is drawn from the writing of feminist 
science studies scholar Donna Haraway (2003, 6), who uses it refuse problematic binaries between nature 
and culture common in dominant, Euro-Western culture, insisting on the co-constitution of forces 
commonly assumed to be either primarily “natural” or primarily “cultural.” 
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refusing other damaging Euro-Western binaries many before me have also identified, like the 

division between theory and practice, mind and body, and logic and emotion (Haraway 1991, 

151; Plumwood 1994, 43; Loveless 2019, 11-12). I will take the next few pages to introduce and 

explain the ways in which my plant-led methodology will intervene in the text, and how I hope it 

will aid me in unsettling these binaries. 

Most obviously, you can expect several more passages of plant-centered memoir like the 

one you experienced in the opening pages of this text. I developed these passages in response to 

a growing collection of fieldwork notes, free-writing exercises, prompts, and scores recorded in 

the presence of plants or in direct response to engagements with vegetal life. Influenced by 

practices of native memoir and storytelling (Otjen 2019; Gross 2016), multispecies ethnography 

(Kirksey and Helmreich 2010), and feminist new materialism (Bennett 2010), I have challenged 

myself to write memoir-based passages infused by the presence and agency of plant life, as a 

means of striving to envision myself, after Canadian settler anthropologist and artist Natasha 

Myers (2020, para. 17), as part of a Planthropos, a hybrid mesh of human-plant beings.8 While 

grounded in a reflexive examination of my own subjectivity and the limitations and affordances 

of my situated knowledge (Haraway 1988; Harding 1992), I have attempted to thread the 

temporal and physical realities of vegetal difference into these passages, prioritizing moments 

where the mesh of my own bodily awareness and the vegetal life around came into focus, 

allowing me to sense the “cuts” between us as co-constituted (Barad 2011, 31).9 Telling these 

 
8. As we will explore in more detail in section 1.7 the term Planthropos is part of the lexicon Myers uses 
in her playful and provocative invitation to join her in “seeding Planthroposcenes” (Lomeña and Myers 
2020, para. 1), a non-time-bound era she offers as a salubrious alternative to recognize and cultivate as we 
negotiate the many flaws riddling the so-called Anthropocene. 
9. In referring to situated knowledges, I am pointing to a deep, complex, and enduring history within 
feminist theory that emphasizes the affordances and limitations of particular social positions when it 
comes to ways of knowing and interpreting the world (Simandan 2019; Puig de la Bellacasa 2016, 79-80), 
also discussed under related terms like “standpoint epistemology” (Harding 1992), and explored further in 
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stories is a part of my practice of repatterning my own memory and sense of self to account for 

vegetal integration.10 I offer them to you here to convey some of the embodied accumulations I 

sit with as I write these pages—some of which were typed while my body rested on the very 

ground described in them. I hope reading these passages might precipitate a re-framing—towards 

a phytocentric reality—of some of your own narratives, memories, or stories yet untold. 

Even as I practice re-thinking myself as a porous body entangled with vegetal life, I also 

remain committed to acknowledging the privileges that accrue to me—and the limitations I 

face—as a result of my position in a society still dominated by exclusionary human supremacy 

and its attendant ills. I speak from a position colored by my experiences as a white, heterosexual, 

cisgender woman. I am a settler living on unceded Mohican land. I recently became a parent. I 

am relatively able-bodied. My educational trajectory, family background and cultural context 

have steeped me in Euro-Western epistemology, aesthetic theory, craft, and dominant forms of 

ecological knowledge. From these points of reference and experience—and from many others 

 
note 23. In bringing up entanglement, I want to complicate the holistic mantra “everything is 
interconnected” by attending to specific material relations, in the sense offered by physicist and feminist 
science studies scholar Karen Barad in her exploration of the “queer performativity” of matter (2011). In 
contemplating entangled relations of difference and identity, she refers to the realization of a “cut” 
between self and other as simultaneously separating and connecting: “Intra-actions cut things together-
apart (as one movement). Identity is a phenomenal matter; it is not an individual affair. Identity is 
multiple within itself; or rather, identity is diffracted through itself” (32). In however limited a way, these 
plant-centered memoir passages are one means to attempt to record myself/world as diffracted through the 
lens of particular vegetal others, striving to understand entanglement, as Barad describes it, not as “a 
name for the interconnectedness of all being as one, but rather for specific material relations of the 
ongoing differentiating of the world. Entanglements are relations of obligation – being bound to the other 
– enfolded traces of othering” (47). These “relations of obligation” Barad identifies as a key element of 
entanglement resonate with my understanding of my connection to and responsibility vis-a-vis the 
specific weedy plant communities I work with, where our interests might converge and diverge, and how 
we might negotiate those differences. 
10. As I will explore in chapter 2 and 3, some somatic practitioners describe the potential to “repattern” or 
reroute deleterious or damaging physical habits (Eddy 2009,8). In the somatic tradition as I understand it, 
mind-body integration is complete, and physical habits are actually “psychophysical” (Hackney 2003, 
31). Movement patterns can also be linked to problematic thought structures and assumptions that impact 
personal identity and relationships, which are also intertwined with collective social and cultural ills, like 
the connection between white-body supremacy and racial trauma (Menakem 2017, 12-14). 
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that are too multiple to name—I am reaching out to make sense of the earthly lives of others 

through the practice of CEA, seeking to be changed, fortified, and rendered more capable of 

reciprocal and justice-building work. It is from this position that I offer the tools of phytocentric 

pedagogy as a means of enhancing my own receptivity to vegetal life and sharing that process 

with others. 

In addition to passages of plant-centered memoir, you will also encounter vegetal 

language experiments throughout the text. For example, to disrupt the Euro-Western tendency to 

think of plants as objects, I will often refer to vegetal beings as “who” and “they” instead of 

“that” and “it” (Kimmerer 2015b).11 Additionally, from this point on, the first time I reference a 

particular plant being who has a significant role to play in the narrative constructed across these 

pages, I will use multiple names drawn from that plant’s relationships with different human 

communities. These will include, at minimum, an English common name, a local folk or 

Indigenous name from the plants’ native or naturalized range, and a Latin binomial name as 

commonly used in dominant Western science. Each name will include a footnote on the origin of 

the terms used and, where appropriate, context about my personal interactions with specific plant 

beings. For example, in the opening passage of plant-centered memoir, we met common 

mullein/Nookaadiziiganzh/blanket leaf/Verbascum thapsus.12 This practice allows me to 

 
11. I found the desire to talk otherwise about specific plant beings welling up in me several years ago as I 
started to work more closely with vegetal life, then found my inkling was preceded by Potawatomi 
botanist and scholar Robin Wall Kimmerer’s assertion that “nature needs a new pronoun” in her article of 
the same name (2015b). For various reasons Kimmerer suggests “ki,” (para. 15) but for now, I have 
chosen to experiment by occasionally using “they,” “them,” “who,” and “whom,” well aware of the 
confusion and perhaps contention that may spring up in the wake of this language choice. 
12. Common mullein is the most frequently used common name in English for this plant whose native 
range spreads across Asia, northern Africa, and Europe (Del Tredici 2010, 282). Introduced to the 
American continent with European colonization, mullein naturalized rapidly and was widespread by the 
eighteenth century. Nookaadiziiganzh is an Ojibwe name that comes to me from Anishnaabe writer Mary 
Siisip Geniusz via her teacher, the Anishnaabe/Ojibwe medicine woman and ethnobotanist 
Keewaydinoquay (Geniusz 2015, 184). In the binomial nomenclature tradition used in Western science, 
which draws on Latin grammatical forms, the species is referred to as Verbascum thapsus. The plant has a 



15 

acknowledge that these beings have had and will have many names, arising through relationships 

with diverse assemblages of humans, lands, and lifeforms (Bang et al. 2014, 3-5).13  

Additionally, as we utter these plant names together—say it now, out loud: “Common 

mullein!”—I want to remember that there are levels of specificity and abstraction to contend with 

when referring to plants by name. When I invoke common mullein, sometimes I mean a 

particular, specific, rooted mullein being with whom I have shared space and time and earthly 

presence. At other times I mean the unified species-object that dominant Western science has 

identified as a practical, if contested, category of life (Benson et al. 2017; Kirksey 2015). I will 

clarify with context when possible, but the space of floating between these possibilities is also a 

generative aspect of contending with plant-human relationships across difference.  

These plant-led language choices and their implications may provide moments of pause 

and disruption as you read these pages. Alongside them, I will periodically offer more explicit 

interventions—mind-body pauses for vegetal attunement—opportunities for you to ground 

yourself in your body and habitat. For example, you’ve likely been reading for at least five 

minutes now, so it is time for a mind-body pause. Do you know where the sun is right now? Can 

you rotate your face to greet it, even if it is below the horizon, or otherwise obscured? Count to 

ten, breathing deeply, then return to the text. Thank you for considering this invitation.  

How was that? Did you try it? Interventions like these—prompts to stray from the linear, 

orderly progression of the text for a moment—are woven into the pages to come without 

 
host of common names, from flannel leaf to torch herb, most related to the wooly texture of its leaves or 
its hardy, torch-like stalk, which can grow to heights of seven feet in the ideal habitat. Because common 
mullein was present in my introductory plant-centered memoir passage, I hope you have a sense for one 
specific instance of my engagement with them. 
13. Ojibwe education scholar Megan Bang, in her work on land-based pedagogy, emphasizes the 
importance of acknowledging multiple layers of history in environmental education, as a means of 
disrupting deeply inscribed settler colonial narratives that tend to smooth violence and conflict and 
commit various forms of Indigenous erasure (Bang et al. 2014, 3-5). 
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typographical or other visual recognition, because I want them to arise spontaneously. This 

integrated approach echoes my own writing practice: throughout my dissertation writing, I have 

periodically interrupted myself with an electronic timer or random biological signs—when the 

dog barks, when the rain stops, when I get thirsty—for visits with 

moss/aasaakamig/Bryophyta/14 (temporarily living on a chunk of asphalt in my office) or 

Ginkgo/maidenhair tree/Ginkgo biloba/银杏 (emerging from a street tree pit outside my front 

door).15 This practice was first developed with collaborators at the Environmental Performance 

Agency in our collaborative writing process with moss as we developed our moss Summer Camp 

protocols. We called these interventions “moss breaks” and they were extremely generative, 

allowing us what journalist Timothy A. Schuler has framed—following landscape theorist Jill 

Desimini and writer Bonnie Tsui—as “fallow time,” a vegetal process essential for listening to 

and digesting our own collaborative process and the guidance of moss (Schuler 2021, para. 13; 

 
14. There are many, many types of moss. The pad of moss on my desk, who visited me from a nearby 
decaying parking lot and has since returned to that habitat, could have been a mix of red shank 
moss/Ceratodon purpureus and silvergreen byrum moss/Bryum argenteum two “ruderal” mosses 
common in my corner of the world (USDA NRCS National Plant Data Team n.d.; Biersma et al. 2020). 
Bryophyta is the Latin name for a diverse group of beings that are small, nonvascular, flowerless plants. 
In Ojibwe, a language spoken by the Anishinaabe people throughout parts of Canada from Ontario to 
Manitoba and in Northern US states from Michigan to Montana, there are also many names for moss 
(“About the Ojibwe Language” n.d.). As described in the Ojibwe People’s Dictionary, Aasaakamig is a 
general Ojibwe term for moss (“Aasaakamig (Ni)” n.d.). According to according to Potawatomi writer 
and plant biologist Robin Wall Kimmerer, mosses in their infinite variety also have many other names 
associated with various activities, habitats, and uses (Kimmerer 2003, 100-110). 
15. Ginkgo and maidenhair are common English names for this large, deciduous tree with distinctive fan-
shaped leaves. It in its native range in China, the species is referred to by a variety of names, including 銀

杏, which translates as silver apricot (Kirschner and Depner 2012, 321). With medicinal and edible 
properties, the tree has a long history of co-evolution with humans. Records of its cultivation in what is 
now China extend back to as early as tenth century AD (Hori 2001, 31). The Latin binomial name Ginkgo 
biloba arose from a mistranslation to Japanese when the tree was introduced to Japan from China in the 
thirteenth or fourteenth century (Kirschner and Depner 2012, 325). Not closely related to any other living 
plants, paleobotanical evidence shows related plants were once much more widely distributed. Given this 
ancient lineage, ginkgo trees are also sometimes referred to as “living fossils” (Del Tredici 2000, 8).  
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Desimini 2019; Tsui 2019, para. 3). I adapted this practice to my dissertation writing over the 

course of a pandemic winter and spring that desperately called for vegetal intervention, and offer 

it to you now to ease and enhance the task of reading and processing these many words. I have 

also been motivated and inspired by related approaches I have found meaningful in the academic 

writing of others—like Métis STS scholar Michelle Murphy and Anishinaabe scholar Lawrence 

Gross—who address the reader with offerings of bodily awareness and self and textual 

reflexivity.16 

Figure 5: Ginkgo neighbor as photographed during various vegetal pauses over the course of writing this 
dissertation, Mohican land, Hillside neighborhood, Troy, New York, January 2021-November 2021. Photos 
by the author.  

 
16. There are multiple spellings of Anishinaabe, and I will default to this one, but will vary my spelling to 
match the spelling used by the sources I draw on in particular passages. In the introduction to Anishinaabe 
Ways of Knowing and Being Gross describes how circularity and repetition are part of Anishinaabe 
culture, and how that influences his “accretive” approach to pedagogy (2016, 11). He then represents that 
approach in a material way in the following passage: “I intend to use the accretive approach in building 
my argument throughout the course of this book. That is, I want to forewarn readers that I will be 
returning to different topics as the discussion unfolds. There may even be places where I repeat myself 
exactly. There may even be places where I repeat myself exactly. I ask readers to kindly indulge these 
exercises in repetition. As with the accretive approach I use in my classroom instruction, I ask readers, 
when encountering a repetition of previous material, to not simply skim over the section, but instead to 
stop and consider the context in which they encountered the material before and to think about how their 
understanding of my argument has grown or changed in the meantime. Murphy, in the closing passage of 
her article “Alterlife and Decolonial Chemical Relations,” also addresses the reader directly, requesting 
bodily engagement: “Breathe in. With each inhalation, the extensive relations of finance capital are pulled 
into your lungs, passing through membranes, attaching to receptors, re- arranging metabolism, altering 
gene expression. Breathe out. With each exhalation, you are reconnecting to the greater fulsomeness of 
our relations. Breathe in, feel the fragility of white privileged life for the few around you. Breathe out” 
(2017, 501). 
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1.5. Compromised Times: Anthropos (Still) in Trouble 

As feminist scholar of science and technology studies Alexis Shotwell has described it, 

there is no question we live in “compromised times” (2016) in which questions around the 

current and future habitability of planet Earth for human and more-than-human life are 

paramount.17 For me and many others, addressing the protracted and multiple crises associated 

with rapid environmental change—ranging from the ongoing global pandemic, to drought-driven 

crop failures in Latin America to an unprecedented heat dome in the Pacific Northwest— means 

troubling, resisting, and dismantling dominant Euro-Western assumptions about what it means to 

be human. This is part of addressing and alleviate those impacts now and into the future, and 

contending with and making reparations for the past five hundred years of Euro-Western 

imperialism, colonialism, and extraction. For those of us most complicit in these crises, those of 

us living a lifestyle premised on resource extraction—that means me, and likely you—conspiring 

against exclusionary human supremacy is essential to strengthening existing networks of 

resistance, and remembering, rebuilding, or reinventing those that have deteriorated as we work 

our way towards healthier, more just configurations of human and more-than-human life and 

land. 

What do these much-needed reconfigurations actually look like? Writing in Emergence 

Magazine in 2019, Nigerian-born theorist and activist Bayo Akomolafe asserts that “…the idea 

 
17 This phrase is in the subtitle of Shotwell’s 2016 book Against Purity: Living Ethically in Compromised 
Times, in which she analyses the relationship between purity politics and complicity, arguing “against 
purism because it is one bad but common approach to devastation in all its forms. It is a common 
approach for anyone who attempts to meet and control a complex situation that is fundamentally outside 
our control. It is a bad approach because it shuts down precisely the field of activity that might allow us to 
take better collective action against the destruction of the world in all its strange, delightful, impure frolic. 
Purism is a de-collectivizing, de-mobilizing paradoxical politics of despair. The world deserves better” 
(9). 
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of Man—phallic and independent—is in crisis” (para. 14). Heralding what he describes as a 

“brilliant betweenness that defeats everything, corrodes every boundary, spills through marked 

territory, and crosses out every confident line,” (para. 3) Akomolafe joins a host of scholars, 

artists, and others—myself included—who resist exclusionary human supremacy by promoting 

an understanding of the human as hopelessly, helplessly, horrifically, and beautifully entangled 

with the rest of the material world in ways both enriching and contaminating (Haraway 1991, 

2016; Barad 2011; Chen 2012; Murphy 2017; Davis 2015; Shotwell 2016; Demos 2016, 20-22). 

Decades in the making, what does this recognition of entanglement—this brilliant 

betweenness—have to offer, and what is it up against? The directions in which such a question 

leads are endless, but for one, a focus on “betweenness”—what scholar and physicist Karen 

Barad has theorized as “intra-action” (2007, 33) is levied as a deep challenge to the individual 

“fortress-like” self of Western modernity (Taylor 2018, 243). This challenge comes in the wake 

of centuries across which the dominant forces in Euro-Western culture have developed and 

violently imposed a societal structure and value system based on stark binary divisions, divisions 

that facilitate the flow of material wealth and status to those coded as “Man” at the expense of 

other lifeways and life forms (Wynter 2003, 269; 2006, 112). In this regime “Man”—coded as 

white, male, straight, cisgender, abled, property owning, rational, independent—becomes a 

privileged “genre” (Wynter 2003, 269; 2006, 114; Jackson 2013, 681) of human, set above and 

outside the rest of living world, which is broken into pieces, objectified, and commodified for his 

benefit (Merchant 1980; Moore 2015a). The foundational premise of this “world-breaking” 

stance, which theorist Maya Kóvskaya has dubbed the Anthroposupremocene (Kóvskaya 2021, 

3) depends on a “species-rupturing” (15) orientation that places Anthropos at the peak of 

fractured Homo sapiens, as a means of establishing, solidifying, and maintaining the divide 
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between some humans and the rest of the living world. I will refer to this configuration—

premised on the infamous nature/culture divide—as exclusionary human supremacy.  

 As we will explore throughout this dissertation—beginning in earnest in section 1.9—

weedy plants are excellent companions with whom to trouble and begin to dismantle 

exclusionary human supremacy and the problematic binaries that prop it up, from the 

foundational nature/culture divide to the contentious native/invasive fallacy within restoration 

ecology. Before we get to these thorny topics, it is important to briefly acknowledge the 

genealogy and ongoing impacts of Euro-Western dualism and its entanglement with Western 

environmentalism, especially in North America. While this review will be necessarily cursory, it 

will provide some important context and caveats to consider moving forward as we examine the 

development of Euro-Western ecological art and urban ecology, both of which are intertwined 

with many of these dynamics.  

With roots as far back as Aristotle in the Western philosophical tradition (Marder 2014, 

240), the foundations of exclusionary human supremacy were imposed across Western Europe in 

the Middle Ages (Merchant 1980; Federici 2004). Initially under the auspices of the spread of 

monotheism, the demonization of witch craft and pantheism, and the enclosure of the commons, 

exclusionary human supremacy was later bolstered by Cartesian mind/body dualism and the 

arrival of a mechanistic world view that excised magic and animacy, defining the so-called 

“natural world” as “inert, dead material” (Porter 1982, 85). These foundations obscured and 

largely extirpated other forms of Euro-Western culture and spirituality that were more relational, 

less patriarchal, and less focused on individual human agency (Federici 2004, 163-218). As a 

person of dominantly Western European heritage, this is the time period during which many of 

my ancestors may have begun to lose their connection to plants as agential beings with whom 
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one maintains reciprocal, respectful relationships.18 The development of private property under 

patriarchal control, the association of medicine with white, male, Christian authority, and the 

demonization of other forms of spiritual and medical knowledge all contributed to the turn 

towards understanding vegetal life as resource, decoration, inert material, or pest (Moore 2015b 

46-48; Sandilands 2021, 1). 

While this process was ongoing across Western Europe, beginning in the fifteenth 

century, it was exported and violently imposed around the world in service of Western 

imperialism and colonialism. The category of the human exported to the so-called new world 

was carefully coded and designed to exclude not only more-than-human nature, but also women 

and the colonized, enabling colonial and capitalist enclosure and extraction (Merchant 1980, 

1989; Moore 2015b 17-18; Federici 2004, 198-199). Essential to this exclusionary construction 

of the human are other limiting binaries that divide and hierarchize, like male/female, white/non-

white, colonizer/colonized, rational/irrational, science/art, and of course, as mentioned, 

mind/body, logic/emotion, and theory/practice (Haraway 1991, 163; Loveless 2019). Even as 

these divisive hierarchies are widely challenged today, they continue to impact and structure 

 
18. Of course, this relational sensibility was not fully eradicated. It has ebbed and flowed in quiet corners 
and submerged discourses and engagements across time, but has ceased to form the backbone of the way 
dominant Euro-Western society forms humans to exist in the world. With this acknowledgment, just as I 
cite my theoretical and artistic lineage, I would like to acknowledge that some naturalcultural 
combination of forces gave me the great gift of being raised in a home—while thoroughly Euro-Western 
and severed by one generation from exceedingly anthropocentric Calvinist and Catholic spiritual 
traditions—that had an aura of what I might now describe as pantheism about it. I recall clearly one 
afternoon, at the age of maybe seven or eight, fretting to my mother about receiving repeated pointed 
questions from new friends—we’d recently moved—about my belief (or lack thereof) in Jesus. I 
remember her pausing to look across the dry blue oak savanna that rolled into the distance behind the 
back deck, then offering that, if I wanted to, I could just tell them “My mom thinks God is everywhere, in 
the trees and grass. We go to church out there” as she made a broad gesture towards the horizon. She also 
made me a “bug rescue kit” for my first apartment (modeled on the one we’d always used at home), 
because “they all have their little lives to live.” I’m not sure from where this ethos emanated, but it was 
firmly embedded in my home in myriad ways that I appreciate to a greater and greater degree as I age and 
participate in raising an emerging generation of humans. 
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contemporary life to the detriment of human and more-than-human thriving.  

In the context of the lands now known as the United States, exclusionary human 

supremacy and its attendant dualisms have long been weaponized against Indigenous peoples 

and used to buttress the violent logic of enslavement and genocide. Disrupting and attempting to 

eradicate myriad Indigenous cosmologies and ways of being that foreground an ethos of 

relationality and kinship with nonhuman life and the land are deeply intertwined with land theft, 

dispossession, forced assimilation, Indigenous genocide, and chattel slavery (Wolfe 2006; Davis 

and Todd 2017, 770; Davis et al. 2019, 7; Mitchell 2020, 913-914). These processes have 

impacted both the material conditions of the land and settler perceptions of their relationship to it 

in ways that continue to reverberate in dominant forms of American environmentalism today 

(Schell et al. 2020, 8; Cotton and Finney 2016, para. 1; Taylor 1997, 16). With this context 

acknowledged, following feminist theorists of posthumanism—like Karen Barad, María Puig de 

la Bellacasa, and Zakiyyah Iman Jackson—comes the crucial recognition that we humans are 

capable of—must be capable of—extending “care to account for non-human worlds without 

forsaking our very human commitments, an important corrective to the sort of environmentalism 

that fails to attend to human oppression” (Shapiro 2017, 453). Today, as we swim in the toxic 

waters of climate catastrophe and capitalist extraction—from industrial agriculture to pipeline 

construction to rampant consumerism—more-than-human suffering, disposability, and death are 

intimately entangled with human inequity and oppression (Taylor and Taylor 2020, para. 12). 

We can and must attend to these entangled knots of human and more-than-human oppression and 

their direct interconnection with the specific lands that grow us. 

With this cursory survey behind us, I hope it is clear that tracing the impacts of 

exclusionary human supremacy is one generative lens to place on our current catastrophe. With 
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the donning of this lens comes the essential point that while it is possible to assert that yes, 

independent, phallic “Man”—the Anthropos of Kóvskaya’s Anthroposupremocene—is 

beginning to crack and crumble, at the same time, the structures and supports that hold him aloft 

are deeply embedded in the flesh and fiber of contemporary life and land. As more and more of 

us reawaken to the power of “brilliant betweenness” and yearn join those who are already acting 

accordingly, we are confronted with the stark and steadfast resistance of those who are the 

greatest beneficiaries of exclusionary human supremacy, sucking it dry even as it crumbles 

(Klein 2017; Prudham 2009).19  

While formidable, the will and power of those who cling ever more fiercely and 

desperately to the myth of heroic and impenetrable Man—the El*n M*sks and Donald Tr*mps, 

the Exxons and the NSAs, and those they enthrall— is not the only stumbling block in our way 

as we seek a future where entanglement and relationality are brilliant blessings, lessons to be 

embraced and built on, rather than shunned and sanitized. There are also many pitfalls and 

tripwires built into the day-to-day habits, bodies, and spirits of those of us who recognize the 

horrors and injustices of a past, present, and future built around the meteoric, destructive rise and 

fall of this limited vision of what it means to be human, but who are nonetheless shaped by and 

benefiting from—in particular and perverse ways—the spoils of extraction and exploitation it has 

wrought. Whether “we” are white settlers living on stolen land, or inhabitants of the so-called 

Global North whose lifestyles depend on ongoing resource mining from the so-called Global 

South, we have much to unlearn, and that unlearning must be done with intention and practice 

 
19. As journalist Naomi Klein has explored, there are ample opportunities for those already in power to 
profit from global climate catastrophe, the topic of her 2017 article “How power profits from disaster.” 
This topic is also explored by political ecologist Scott Prudham in his 2009 interrogation of the way green 
capitalism leads to the “tethering of environmentalism to a political economy whose mantra is growth for 
growth's sake” (1594).  
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(Shotwell 2016, 8-9). Along with this unlearning comes a deep responsibility to lend our power 

and privilege to cushioning the blows and shoring up the chasms wracking the living world as 

Anthropos struggles to maintain his supremacy, a concept Michelle Murphy explores in her 

formulation of alterlife, which we will turn to in more detail in chapter 2 (Murphy 2017).20 Thus 

like many of my peers who work within, between, and beyond the arts, I am interested in leaning 

into complexity, contending with complicity, and sitting with the friction these orientations 

generate. I seek to do this through hands-on, multisensorial work with more-than-human life and 

land. As I will argue, both critical ecosocial art and the weedy plants who have helped guide its 

formation can offer a locus around which to hold, examine, and process friction in generative 

ways that can offer modest prefigurations towards reducing harm, enacting care, and increasing 

ecosocial justice in “as well as possible” worlds (Joan Tronto quoted in Puig de la Bellacasa 

2016, 15).  

With an orientation towards building worlds “as well as possible” established, it is 

important to note that I am attentive to the overlapping terrain in which it is possible to critique 

dominant Western ways of knowing while also appreciating and supporting the essential role of 

dominant Western earth sciences in cultivating more just futures given our current predicament. 

As environmental humanities scholar Lesley Green writes in her analysis of environmental 

politics in contemporary South Africa, given that “multiple assaults on science are part of 

 
20. As Murphy describes in her exploration of chemical contamination and Indigenous resurgence, the 
“task of generating alter-concepts of care and responsibility might proceed by calling forth alter-modes of 
collaboration and study that simultaneously aim at world-building and dismantlement” (2017, 496). She 
reminds us that this process will give those of us who benefit from oppressive systems “much work to do 
in calling forth alterlife, dismantling the work of whiteness in the ways environmental violence is 
structured with beneficiaries: the people and institutions who are often densely supported and enriched by 
capitalist, colonial, racist systems of consumption and waste. Where are the benefits of violence 
concentrated?” and relatedly, what kind of “political kinship” can we build out of recognizing the 
“uneven and often complicit, imbrications in systems that distribute violence?” (2018, 120) 
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political, legal, and corporate life” (2020, 17), it is a challenging time to find the right balance in 

critical explorations of the environmental sciences. She seeks a path that “welcomes and 

celebrates scientific enquiry, scientific achievements, and integrative thinking, and questions 

scientific reductionism and transcendence, and associated forms of environmental 

authoritarianism” (17), a route I also hope to follow. In Karen Barad’s words, we might describe 

the sciences we hope to welcome and celebrate as those that evidence a “responsible” approach 

to science, one that is “simultaneously a matter of good scientific practice (epistemologically 

sound science) and justice-to-come,” (2011, 39) an orientation that will follow us through the 

pages ahead. 

 

Figure 6: Attuning to and confronting lawn as habitat, Mohican land, Troy, New York, October 2020. Photo 
by the author. 

1.5.1. Countering Species Loneliness: An Argument for Intimacy With and 
Through Our (Weedy) Vegetal Neighbors 

Among many deleterious effects, the severing of some humans from the rest of nature has 
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left those of us thrust into dominant Euro-Western society—either by birth or other forces—

experiencing the relatively new phenomenon of loneliness, a term that only became prevalent in 

English in the eighteenth century (Bound Alberti 2018, 242). Western psychological and 

historical examinations of the growing impacts of loneliness often focus on the disruption of 

extended human-to-human social networks and bonds, as multigenerational households and 

rooted communities have given way to transient nuclear families, not to mention families divided 

by war, refugee status, migration, and the prison industrial complex (Lepore 2020, para. 7-10).21 

This phenomenon is only likely to magnify as climate migration intensifies. However, through 

an ecofeminist, multispecies, or Indigenous lens, while amplified by industrialization, 

urbanization, commercialization, and commodification over the last century, this isolation goes 

much deeper, and began much earlier, as particular strains of Euro-Western society, premised on 

patriarchal, hierarchical reordering of society, began the long and arduous task of separating so-

called “Man” from so-called “nature” (Bound Alberti 2018; Federici 2004). Citing the 

phenomenon of “species loneliness” Potawatomi writer and plant scientist Robin Wall Kimmerer 

posits that many modern humans living in societies where the nature/culture binary is dominant 

experience “a deep, unnamed sadness stemming from estrangement from the rest of Creation, 

from the loss of relationship” (2015, 208-209).  Layered on top of this species loneliness is the 

existential dread of climate anxiety compounded by a deep guilt at being complicit and never 

doing enough, cloaking daily life in a cloud of denial and disassociation (Clayton 2020).  

This is the point, the fulcrum, the moment of leverage—at the intersection of crumbling, 

 
21. I want to be careful here not to idealize the period before “loneliness.” The structures that inhibit, 
limit, and hierarchize, and pathologize non-normative identities, lifeways, and familial arrangements have 
long animated Euro-Western culture. Additional and alternative forms of family that go beyond blood 
relationships to build on other affinities, needs, and desires have been and continue to be essential to 
human thriving. 
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lonely “Man” and whatever comes after—where CEA for plant-human solidarity takes root, 

providing—through the practice of phytocentric pedagogy—space and time to disrupt and 

repattern normative, limited relationships between contemporary urban-dwelling humans and 

their plant neighbors. This approach cannot, of course, fix everything, but it can be one thread in 

a subterranean network strengthening towards what adrienne maree brown has framed as 

“emergent strategy” in her book of the same name (2017).22 For me and many I work with, 

frequent, pleasurable encounters with our plant neighbors—laden as they are with the friction 

and trouble of weedy life—are one salve that can cut through the fugue state of climate anxiety, 

ecosocial guilt, and associated paralysis. Working alongside and with intrepid vegetal life breaks 

the spell of species loneliness and provides fodder to build—through a melding of human and 

more-than-human communities—robust connections to our fellow humans and the living land, 

connections that function both as an act of resistance in and of themselves and as sustenance for 

the hard work of organizing and sustaining larger, more coordinated movements for ecosocial 

justice. 

1.5.2. Following Weedy Plants Towards Planthroposcene(s)  

As we dissolve exclusionary human supremacy, and work to assuage species loneliness, 

what futures are we building? Following scholar-activists like brown, I see the work of building 

 
22. As brown summarized it on a blog post building towards the practices envisioned and chronicled in 
Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds (2017), “emergent strategy is strategy (a plan 
towards a goal) based in the science of emergence – the way complex systems and patterns arise out of a 
multiplicity of relatively simple interactions. last year in a workshop at the allied media conference, we 
generated ideas with a working definition of emergent strategy as: intentional, fractal (the same at the 
largest scale as it is at the smallest scale, toxic, healthy, joyful, stressed, etc.), strong because it is 
decentralized, adaptive, interdependent, and creating more possibilities. rather than laying out big 
strategic plans for work, the invitation of emergent strategy is to come together in community, build 
authentic relationships, and see what emerges from the conversations, connections, visions and needs. it 
feels like more and more of my communities are growing comfortable experimenting with, testing, and 
learning emergent strategies (brown 2013, para. 2-3). 
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plant-human solidarity in disturbed habitats as one small element in an emergent, self-reinforcing 

network—a growing pluriverse of possibilities ready to expand into the vacuum left by the 

crumbling of “Man.” My particular skill set, positionality, and passions have primed me to 

follow the lead of the weedy plants who have been my essential partners and guides over the past 

ten years. In the pages to come I attempt to outline a version of this work premised around what 

Natasha Myers has helpfully framed as “rooting into the Planthroposcene” (2020, para. 1). I will 

explore Myers’ carefully formulated salutary alternative to the flaws inherent in labeling our 

current moment the Anthropocene—and thus upholding the toxic Anthropos—in more detail 

later. For now, it will be helpful to know that Myers offers the joining of humans and plants into 

a single unit, the Planthropos, as one means of countering the divisive and corrosive effects of 

exclusionary human supremacy (para. 16). I am interested in building on this framing to include 

the particular challenges and affordances of weedy plant life as partners in this endeavor, for 

reasons we will explore in more detail in upcoming sections. 

1.6. Seeking Vegetal Guides on Stolen Land 

Part of the reason I find weedy plants to be particularly good partners with whom to 

conspire towards Planthroposcenes has to do with my own positionality and my relationship to 

the disturbed land on which I dwell. Even as I attempt to be led by plants, of course my 

perspective—the body-mind I dwell in, the privileges and limitations that body-mind affords—

colors the questions I ask, the answers I receive, and how I engage in response. As I marked 

earlier, I am a white cisgender woman. I am also a settler, born, raised, and living on Indigenous 

lands some have always known as Turtle Island, lands more commonly known, in the settler 

society that shaped me, as the United States of America. As scholars of feminist reflexivity have 

long recognized (and argued about!) identifying these things about myself—and interrogating 
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what limitations and privileges, strengths and weaknesses they offer—is an essential part of 

building solidarity across difference.23 In my case, the relationship I am seeking to build with 

more-than-human life in the form of connections with weedy plant life is happening in the 

context of essential struggles for Indigenous resurgence and climate and environmental justice 

happening locally and globally. As someone coming from a societal background shaped by a 

dominant culture that treats plants as objects, decorations, resources, and trash, I am going 

against the grain of the hegemonic background noise, and, simultaneously, as many have pointed 

out, very much with the flow of myriad Indigenous cosmologies that know plants as active 

beings in the world, as kin (Todd 2016; Cielemęcka, Szczygielska, and Sandilands 2019). Given 

my positionality—as a settler on this land and a beneficiary of settler-colonial society—

embracing weedy plants as mentors and teachers will always be non-innocent, wrapped up in 

potentially damaging dynamics of ongoing appropriation and dispossession of Indigenous 

knowledges and lifeways by dominant culture. It is with this knowledge that I turn to the next 

task at hand. Land acknowledgements have become a common, and contested, feature of 

academic exercises over recent years. Given the direct, literal connection the practices explored 

 
23. This conversation is far too nuanced to go into here, but is explored at some length in various 
passages in Puig de la Bellacasa’s Matters of Care (2016) as she summarizes the various threads of 
dissent and friction within feminist theory over the last thirty years. In a passage examining the tension 
and friction that arose around Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto—which was itself a response to critique from 
feminist scholars of color, like Chela Sandoval, who pointed out the occlusion of a multiplicity of 
feminist identities beneath a white, privileged, heterosexual, feminist “we”—Puig de la Bellacasa writes, 
“This stance [dissenting within] is born within complex feminist discussions about the possibilities of 
objectivity and encourages knowers to not pretend being free of ‘pollutions’ to our vision. And while the 
example above belongs to dissenting-within a collective, testing the edges of a ‘we,’ of what we consider 
‘our world,’ requires also openness to accepting one’s thought as inheritor, even of the threads of thought 
we oppose and worlds we would rather not endorse—as when Haraway describes herself as a daughter of 
the industrial revolution. Refusing self-erasure of attachments and inheritances is about acknowledging 
implication, about a way of thinking in interdependency that further problematizes the reverence to 
critical distance and the correlative value of ‘healthy’ skepticism” (80). It is in this spirit—one of 
deference to the many feminists who have conversed about and contested these approaches over the 
decades—that I offer some of my own positionality in these pages. 
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here have with the land, I feel a heightened responsibility to avoid white-washing or glossing 

over the friction that arises in making such an acknowledgment (Tuck and Yang 2012; Paperson 

2014; Mitchell 2020, 912). In full awareness that I cannot absolve myself through this process—

and that I indeed even risk re-centering myself—I will acknowledge the original human and 

more-than-human communities of the living lands that have shaped me, including the lands on 

which this dissertation project was conceived and completed. 

 

Figure 7: A blue oak crown in the winter, Nisenan land in the Sierra Nevada Foothills, El Dorado County, 
California. Photo by the author. 

I am the descendent of people new to this continent, immigrants mostly from Western 

Europe, who have made their homes here for no more than a few short centuries. I was raised on 

Miwok and Nisenan land in the Sierra Nevada foothills, startlingly close to the epicenter of the 

California Gold Rush and its attendant atrocities. The meadows and forests surrounding my 
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childhood home are part of a shrinking network of endemic blue oak/c’akom c’a/Quercus 

douglasii savannas, slowly blinking out of existence as they mourn biocultural connections lost 

and succumb to the ongoing pressures of climate change and development.24 My undergraduate 

education in fine arts and environmental science took place on Tongva lands at the base of the 

San Gabriel mountains, where sagebrush scrub intermingles with irrigated golf courses and 

remnant citrus groves. For the past fifteen years, Munsee-Lenape land—drastically altered by the 

grids and high rises of Manhattan and Brooklyn, but still alive with cordgrass marshes and 

upstart ailanthus forests—has shaped the evolution of my artistic practice.  

For the past four years I have also lived on Mohican/—or Mo-He-Con-Ne-Ok—land in 

the city currently known as Troy, New York (Bruegl 2021).25 Once deeply forested by tree 

 
24. I first met blue oaks in a sustained way around the age of five, when my family left the pine and fir 
forests of California’s northern Coastal Range and moved south and inland, following economic 
opportunity. We landed in the dry, red clay hills that sprawl out around the base of the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains and down into California’s Central Valley. While bull pine, ponderosa pine, live oak, and 
black oak also dot the rolling open meadows of this region, it is blue oak who is most dominant here, and 
their small, matte greenish-blue leaves are embedded in the land and in my memories of that time. I have 
since learned they are endemic to this area, meaning they don’t live anywhere else in the world. So while 
they are locally common in the savannas of the central valley and foothills up to an elevation of 2,000 
feet, they are globally very rare, and potentially failing to “regenerate” sufficiently to maintain their 
population (Tyler, Kuhn, and Davis 2006). Parts of blue oak land are also Nisenan land. Nisenan peoples 
have an enduring relationship with blue oak, especially the nutritious acorns that can be made into flour. 
While language revitalization efforts are underway, from what I have learned, there are no Nisenan first 
language speakers living, and I was not able to determine how they might have known blue oak (Tatsch 
2006). A closely allied language, Konkow, is spoken by the Konkow Maidu, who live among the tree 
they know as c’akom c’a in California’s northern Central Valley, in and among the towns now known as 
Oroville and Chico (Konkow Maidu Cultural Preservation Association n.d.). Konkow speaking people 
affiliated with the Mechoopda Indian Tribe of Chico Rancheria have applied and been approved to 
practice “culturally appropriate use of the land during all seasons as dictated by need” in public parks and 
other public lands, including harvesting from c’akom c’a (BPPC 2021). The Latin name Quercus 
douglasii was given to blue oak in 1831, named by and for Scottish botanist David Douglas, after whom 
more than eighty “new world” plant species are named (Lukes 2019). 
25. As described by Heather Bruegl, former Director of Cultural Affairs for the Stockbridge-Munsee 
Community Band of Mohican Indians, and now Director of Education at the Forge project, Mohican and 
Mo-He-Con-Ne-Ok are variations of the name the Indigenous peoples on whose land present-day Troy 
sits gave themselves when they settled on the Mahicaanituck River (Bruegl 2021, 12:23). As described on 
their website, the name Stockbridge-Munsee Community Band of Mohican Indians refers to the tribal 
affiliation of the contemporary community in Wisconsin, and reflects their complex route (“Many Trails”) 
through forced displacement during European colonization of their homelands. 
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communities evolved over millennia in call and response with Indigenous biocultural harvesting 

and burning practices, these lands bore the brunt of the industrial revolution on this continent 

(Merchant 1989; Kimmerer 2015a; Geniusz 2015). Located on the eastern shores of the 

Mahicannituck/Hudson River, where the tip of the estuary meets the base of the Erie Canal, Troy 

is now a postindustrial town. The trauma of colonialism and capitalist extraction are present 

everywhere, but layered onto the land in inequitable ways.26 The river itself has been declared a 

superfund site.27 Along the river’s length in Troy, abandoned factories, new condo 

developments, and a federally controlled canal lock are interwoven with rugged, lively, and 

beautiful naturalcultural communities. There are intact sites sacred to the Mohican people, and 

environmental injustice zones where majority Black, brown and immigrant communities are 

forced to contend with the ongoing legacies of redlining, disinvestment, and segregation 

(Cavicchi, Anderson, and The Sanctuary for Independent Media 2018; Mikati and Medina 

2021).28 Just across the river to the west is Mohawk land, the eastern most point of the great 

 
26. These histories and their contemporary implications are explored from the perspective of local 
residents who live alongside the Hudson River in some of its most under-resourced and environmentally 
devastated neighborhoods in the documentary Echoes from Lock One, which was produced by local non-
profit The Sanctuary for Independent Media (The Sanctuary), which is based in North Central Troy. 
Directed by Branda Miller and made in collaboration with participants in the Sanctuary’s Uptown 
Summer program, this participatory arts documentary chronicles the intertwined challenges of post-
industrial contamination, economic devastation, and racial and class segregation through the lens of North 
Central’s proximity to the first lock on the Erie Canal (Miller 2020). For more on the North Central 
neighborhood and my work there with Lawn Lab, see section 1.29 and 1.3. For more on the Sanctuary’s 
NATURE Lab, a community science lab, see section 1.18.6. 
27. In the United States, “superfund” is the informal term used to describe sites determined to be 
contaminated enough to qualify for special federal funding for cleanup and remediation under the 1980 
superfund act, also known formally as the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and 
Liability Act (CERCLA).  
28. Here I site a robust research project on the history and contemporary status of environmental inequity 
in the neighborhood of North Central Troy collated by the non-profit organization The Sanctuary for 
Independent Media. Carried out by Uptown Summer interns Julia Cavicchi and Durasia Anderson under 
the mentorship of professor Branda Miller, the resources gathered here are part of the organizations’ 
ongoing work to document and address environmental and social justice concerns in the immediate 
neighborhood around the organization’s urban environmental campus and in the region more broadly. 
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Haudenosaunee federation, rolling Northwest towards Akwesasne, sovereign Indigenous land 

that bridges the settler construct of the U.S./Canadian border.  

 

Figure 8: The Mahicannituck/Hudson River flowing past an industrially contaminated brownfield capped 
with a gravel barrier on Mohican land in South Troy, New York, October 2017. 29 Photo by the author. 

As I acknowledge that I wrote these words on unceded Mohican land, in a house built in 

1890 on block that was redlined in 1937, I implicate the audience for my work in this 

responsibility as well, and the attendant discomfort.30 I take seriously the material reality of 

 
29. The term brownfield refers to previously developed sites—generally understood to be of an industrial 
or commercial nature—with known or potential soil contamination (Alker et al., 2000). Capping is the 
process of sealing contaminated soil with a protective barrier to limit exposure and reduce the spread of 
contamination. 
30. While now used colloquially to describe a broad range of housing and real estate discrimination, the 
term “redlining” comes from government programs established in the 1930s in the United States to assist 
with home purchases and avert foreclosure in the wake of the Great Depression (Jackson 2017). 
Neighborhoods were color-coded to represent their status as investments, and red lines were drawn 
around the neighborhoods deemed “hazardous” for bank investments in the form of affordable mortgages 
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rematriating Indigenous land as an essential aspect of contending with my ongoing complicity in 

an extractive, genocidal and ecocidal system (Tuck and Yang 2012; Gould and Young 2020). As 

Tuck and Yang (2012) remind us, decolonization is not just a rhetorical or metaphorical gesture. 

Wherever you are located as you read this, there will be Indigenous sovereignty struggles—wins 

and losses—taking place nearby. Here in Troy, as I write these words in Spring of 2021, the last 

stretch of undeveloped river front forest, which also holds Mohican artifacts tucked among the 

roots of soaring maple and beech trees, is under threat of rezoning for high rise apartments. 

Activists are rallying the community, in solidarity with Sachem HawkStorm of the Schaghticoke 

First Nation and other local Indigenous leaders—to delay development (Bragg 2021). At the 

same time, ten miles to the south, 156 acres of culturally significant river front land, including 

floodplain wetlands and deciduous woodlands, were recently returned to the Stockbridge-

Munsee Mohican tribe (Lucas 2021). Across the Hudson River to the West, a project supporting 

Mohawk return to central New York is underway through the Waterfall Unity Alliance. What is 

happening on or near the land you reside on? How can you support those efforts? It is in the 

context of support for ongoing struggles like these, realized at the nexus of other forms of 

oppression and disenfranchisement—like ongoing environmental justice struggles around waste 

incineration and air pollution as an acute local example (Rulison 2020)—that I offer the 

theoretical and practical approach to artistic praxis described in these pages.  

 

 

 
(Medina and Makati, para. 10). These neighborhoods were majority brown, Black, immigrant and poor. 
The impacts of this disinvestment still linger today, as demonstrated by recent research in the Albany, 
New York region and around the United States (ibid.). 
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Figure 9: Evening primrose growing out of the foundation of a demolished building at a capped brownfield 
site, Mohican land in South Troy, New York, October 2017. Photo by the author. 

1.6.1. Contending With Western Environmentalisms on Turtle Island 

For me much of this work—the labor of untangling the threads of complicity and 

solidarity—has to do with care and control. Throughout these pages I follow feminist scholars of 

science and technology María Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) and Alexis Shotwell (2016) in 

considering modes of caring for each other and for the land, who/what is included and excluded 

from those caring relations, and who tries to control those decisions. Here I take a notion of care 

offered by Puig De Bellacasa—after Joan Tronto (1993)—in which care comprises the concrete, 

mundane actions we undertake “to maintain, continue and repair ‘our world’ to live in it ‘as well 

as possible’” where that world is understood to mean “our bodies, ourselves, our environment, 

all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life sustaining web” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 

3, referencing Joan Tronto 1993, 103). Puig de la Bellacasa’s reevaluation of care brings me to 



36 

the multifaceted topic of environmentalism—deeply associated in the Western imaginary with 

“caring” about so-called “nature.” I have long identified as an environmentalist. This is not an 

uncomplicated declaration. Environmentalism today is massively complex, rife with competing 

and contradictory threads ranging from anticapitalist degrowth (Kallis 2018) to green 

consumerism (Scales 2014), neocolonial technofixations (Demos 2020) to exclusionary 

ecofascism (Krzeminski 2019). I bother to mention it at all, rather than simply relying on more 

specific terminology with less baggage, because of its long, integral relationship with ecological 

art and its enduring place in the public imagination, particularly with regard to American 

conceptions of the land, who has access to it, and what that access is for. 

While there are complex genealogies to entangle from within this general 

characterization, from its birth in the nineteenth century, American environmentalism—under the 

guise of protecting “nature”—has served as a means of Indigenous dispossession (Whyte 2018; 

Liboiron 2021). Many of its most celebrated (white, male) founders espoused racist and 

misogynist views in service of a belief that more-than-human nature should be “pristine,” “pure,” 

and free of human influence, set aside as a resource for the moral improvement and edification of 

cultured Man (Schell et al 2020). As Black scholar of the environment Carolyn Finney has 

explored in depth, in the context of the United States the contributions of non-white people to the 

well-being of more-than-human nature are myriad, and have been submerged by hegemonic 

narratives that privilege masculinity and whiteness (Cotton and Finney 2016). Since the 1960s, 

more recent forms of mainstream environmentalism—what historian Ramachandra Guha frames 

as its “second wave” (1999, chap. 5-7)—have suffered from white-led myopia that has limited 

the movement’s ability to integrate concerns related to environmental inequity, leading to 

bifurcations with movements for climate justice and environmental justice led largely by people 
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of color (Schell et al 2020).  

In calling myself an environmentalist, then, I take up the responsibility to acknowledge 

this troubled past while doing my best to support, amplify, and enact forms of environmentalism 

that are intersectional in nature. Drawing on legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) 

articulation, which has been extended through Black feminist thought over the last thirty years, 

for me this means being accountable and responsive to the needs of the lands and lifeways most 

impacted by layered forms of oppression, joining many others in attempting to envision and 

enact movements where Indigenous sovereignty, environmental justice, multispecies reciprocity, 

and more-than-human thriving are understood as deeply entangled and co-produced.31 Nothing 

about this premise is simple, but given my positionality and privilege vis-a-vis the myriad 

protracted and immediate environmental crises we face, following the lead of the weeds 

embedded in toxic soil and sidewalk cracks, I can’t turn away. I am called to attempt to build an 

artistic practice and theoretical framework that can hold space for these complex and at times 

contradictory threads. This means finding ways to confront and resist—whether gently, 

humorously, or fiercely—forms of mainstream environmentalism that are exclusionary, whether 

they uncritically present green consumerism or ecotourism as sufficient or viable means of 

environmental action, pathologize some lifeways or beings as impure, undesirable or deviant, 

 
31. Much productive practical and theoretical work exists on forms of environmentalism that don’t 
conform to the expectations of an elite-driven “ecology of excess” (McKee 2007), from Robert Nixon’s 
Environmentalism of the Poor chronicling movements like Wangari Maathai’s Greenbelt movement in 
Kenya, to Marisol de la Cadena’s “Uncommoning Nature” (2015) looking at anticolonial environmental 
activism in Latin America. Additionally, Indigenous and decolonial scholars like Whyte and Paperson, 
remind us that in some cases it may be impossible to reconcile the concerns and desires of movements for 
environmental justice with those rallying for the rematriation of Indigenous lands (Paperson 2014, Whyte 
2018). There is also productive work emerging on multispecies justice and environmentalism, as 
chronicled in the ongoing speaker series for a forthcoming edited volume (Kirksey, Chao, and Bolender 
2021). Knowing how to work with these sometimes-conflicting concerns in specific situations will never 
be easy, and requires research, time, learning from mistakes, and building relationships. 
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otherwise reinscribe problematic forms of exclusionary human supremacy. While this work is 

multifaceted and must take place on many levels simultaneously, part of it involves theoretical 

and lived work with language, as we will explore in the next section. 

1.7. Establishing a Shared Language For Plant-Human Solidarity 

I have spent the past few sections situating us in the binary-driven society that I perceive 

as impacting and confining my relationship to the more-than-human world.  With the 

acknowledgment that the way we speak about the world—the metaphors, shortcuts, and turns of 

phrase we use—can powerfully impact how we conceive of that world, and thus how we act in it 

(Larson 2011), over the coming pages I want to reframe our conversation, introducing a set of 

terms and approaches that are ameliorative in nature. I hope this will go at least a little way 

towards providing us with an alternative lexicon that is more appropriate for describing the world 

I want to inhabit. Let’s begin with an obvious one, my use of the term ecosocial as a key 

descriptor of the artistic practice explored in this dissertation.32  

In the most basic sense, I hope that—like Donna Haraway’s naturecultures (2003, 6) or 

Robin Wall Kimmerer’s biocultural (2015a, 156)—the simple act of uttering “ecosocial” forces 

an unsettling and re-sorting of categories and priorities previously marked as either primarily 

social or primarily ecological. Naturecultures (and variants like naturalcultural) is used widely in 

science studies circles and beyond to challenge biological and social determinism.33 Biocultural 

 
32. There are limited prior uses of ecosocial and eco-social in relationship to recent and contemporary 
artistic practices. While responsive to a different context, aspects of Ireland-based artist Cathy 
Fitzgerald’s (2019) framing of eco-social art practice complement my own approach, as does the mission 
of the artist collective Third Space Galway, which, as described on their website, is an “interdisciplinary 
eco social arts research collective.” 
33. Haraway describes the fallacy of separating these two terms, which have shifting and context specific 
meanings that are intertwined and co-dependent, writing that “biological and cultural determinism are 
both cases of misplaced concreteness—i.e., the mistake of taking provisional and local category 
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has made much needed inroads in introducing Indigenous management practices and 

philosophies as positive contributions that are not incompatible with so-called wilderness 

(Kimmerer 2015a, 156-66).34 Both of these valences are relevant to my use of ecosocial, but 

given my position in the field of socially engaged art, I am also interested in the implication of 

the social as a sphere of activity and interaction that can take place beyond the limitations of 

human-to-human interaction.35 Acknowledging my debt to frameworks derived from Indigenous 

cosmologies—like Enrique Salmón’s kincentric ecology (2000)—and to the incisive work done 

by ecofeminists and feminist new materialists prior to and in relationship with the coalescing of 

multispecies studies (Plumwood 1994, 2001; Boyer, Howe, and Gaard 2017; Puig de la 

Bellacasa 2017), I hope to frame ecosocial art as that which comprehends and enacts sociality in 

human-to-human, plant-to-plant, and plant-to-human interactions, taking seriously the nuances 

of enacting care across difference.  

Additionally, given my place at the cusp of the humanities and sciences, beyond my 

interest in the binary-breaking, brain-tickling nature of the term, ecosocial is meant to operate on 

several other levels. Perhaps most obviously it references related fields of artistic practice, 

including socially engaged art and ecological or “eco-art,” co-evolved fields that will be explored 

 
abstractions like ‘nature ’and ‘culture’ for the world, and second, mistaking potent consequences to be 
preexisting foundations” (2003, 6).  
34. As we will explore in chapter 2, in Braiding Sweetgrass Kimmerer draws on Potawatomi and 
Anishinaabe Indigenous teachings and dominant Western plant biology to make the case for a biocultural 
approach to restoring damaged ecosystems, one that relies on understanding humans as part of nature, 
where human interaction and engagement with the more-than-human world is not solely negative, but can 
include positive, productive co-evolved relationships where humans intervene by harvesting, burning, 
flooding, and planting (2015a, 156-66). This concept dovetails with environmental historian William 
Cronon’s 1995 intervention problematizing so-called wilderness as a settler colonial North American 
construct rather than a concrete phenomenon. 
35. In an article on cultivating an “attentiveness to ethos” across species boundaries, philosophers 
Deborah Bird Rose and Thom van Dooren (2017) draw on Claudia Card (2003) and Val Plumwood 
(2001) to describe the concept of “social death” a situation in which “Western thought over several 
centuries, at least, has abandoned or consigned nonhumans to oblivion” rendering their death and 
destruction as “non-events except, perhaps, as property loss” (Rose and van Dooren 2017, 124). 
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in more depth in chapter 2. Practices theorized and honed in these fields have contributed greatly 

to my understanding of how critical ecosocial art functions. As in eco-art, the eco prefix is a 

stand in for ecological, and is closely associated with the related terms ecology and ecosystem. 

While sometimes used interchangeably, this group of terms has a historical usage and 

contemporary valence that I find more useful than environment or environmental, perhaps the 

most obvious alternatives.36 

Ecology and related terms have a fairly recent and specific origin. Writing on the term for 

Keywords for Environmental Studies, ecologists Seidler and Bawa cite the term’s 1866 coinage 

by German Zoologist Ernst Haeckel. In their estimation, its meaning has not changed much since 

its origin. It continues to refer primarily to “the study of the functional interrelationships of living 

organisms, played out on the stage of their inanimate surroundings” (2016, 14).37 Writing from 

the perspective of the dominant sciences—Seidler is a biologist based in the Northeastern United 

States and Bawa is an ecologist based in Bangalore, India—they devote a good portion of their 

entry to elaborating on the various strands of practice within the dominant Western scientific 

field of ecology (which we’ll explore in more depth in chapter 2), before acknowledging that in 

the 1960s “the terms ‘ecology’ and ‘ecological’—vocabulary drawn from what had been until 

 
36. Ecology and environment have distinct origins and meanings. Environment has an older and more 
general origin, as far back as the fourteenth-seventeenth centuries, when a historical Oxford English 
Dictionary (OED) entry that suggests it was originally used to refer to “the state of being encompassed or 
surrounded” (OED quoted in Alston, 2016, 93). It wasn't until the twentieth century that the term came to 
be associated primarily with so-called natural settings. The contemporary OED definition of environment 
is narrower, including “The surroundings or conditions in which a person, animal, or plant lives or 
operates,” and “The natural world, as a whole or in a particular geographical area, especially as affected 
by human activity” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015e). In this second OED definition a nod to the term’s 
association with environmentalism, as explored in our prior section, is clear.  
37. It should be noted, of course, that here we see strong evidence of the Euro-Western tendency to 
bifurcate the living from the nonliving—“animate” from the “inanimate”—a bifurcation that is not 
present in many animist cosmologies, but has been a baseline assumption of many strains of dominant 
Western earth sciences. 
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then a rather esoteric scientific discipline—exploded into popular use, almost as terms of 

approbation” (72). In this context ecological becomes a stand in for holistic, inclusive 

approaches to thinking and living—often associated with systems science and cybernetics—

contrasted positively against narrow, reductionist or overly scientific modes that divide and 

categorize. It continues to have similar connotations today in popular and colloquial settings, 

although sciences have moved on from the “steady state” harmonious balance of mid-century 

ecology. Currently the Oxford English Dictionary defines ecology two ways, as a “branch of 

biology that deals with the relations of organisms to one another and to their physical 

surroundings” and as deeply associated with “the political movement concerned with protection 

of the environment” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015d).38 The collision between popular 

conceptions of what it means to live “ecologically” and the ongoing evolution of ecology as a 

field of scientific inquiry both in dominant Western science and in historically excluded or still 

marginalized ways of knowing—whether Western plant neurobiology or myriad genres of 

animism—make ecology a compelling term with which to associate the artistic practices 

explored in these pages. 

Questions around foreground and background, environment and organisms, animate and 

inanimate relate directly to the expanded sense of the social I hope to invoke in the term 

ecosocial. My commitment to framing and perceiving my interactions with plant life as social in 

nature brings us to my potentially contestable use of the conjoined terms plant-human solidarity. 

While solidarity has largely been theorized in the Anthropocentric Western philosophical and 

political tradition, I use it here to invoke some of the more radical ways it has been theorized 

recently that revolve around solidarity across difference and friction (Mohanty 1990; 

 
38. Whether ecology is a subdiscipline of biology or the other way around is an ongoing disciplinary 
argument within the dominant Western sciences of the so-called natural world.  
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Gaztambide-Fernández 2012; Liboiron 2016). When mobilized to address bridging “radical 

differences” while insisting on “relationships of incommensurable interdependency” 

(Gaztambide-Fernández 2012, 46) its potential resonates deeply with the aspirations I have for 

plant-human solidarity.39 While some working today in the Western tradition of political 

philosophy shrink away from acknowledging the potential for solidarity across species 

boundaries (Mallory 2009), I join multispecies and decolonial scholars in arguing that this 

limitation in perceiving solidarity plays a role in our growing ecosocial disaster (Plumwood 

2001; Puig de Bella Casa 2017; Barla and Hubatschke 2017; Zheng and Myers 2021; Taylor and 

Taylor 2020). In this context, understanding ourselves as simultaneously ecologically and 

socially obligated to and entangled with vegetal life is a foundational aspect of working towards 

ecosocial justice. 

In attending to the question of plant-human solidarity, it is hard to ignore the widely 

circulated presence of another set of hybrid terms: biopower and the biopolitical. While terms 

like naturecultures and biocultural were coined specifically to reorient the English language out 

of dualistic perceptions around humans and the rest of nature, Michel Foucault’s salient 

formulation of biopower, developed in his 1977-79 lectures, does not inherently include this 

valence (Foucault 2009, 2010). Its applications are many, but in one useful vein of analysis, 

tracing Foucauldian notions of biopower reveals how modern states and institutions access and 

collect information about bodies and aggregate it, then use that information to manage 

populations in divisive ways whether based on race, class, gender, dis/ability, or nationality. 

Within this analytic, a nefarious logic of standardization and division functions at the population 

 
39. Writing in the context of feminist solidarity and radical pedagogy, a field that is important to my 
conception of phytocentric pedagogy, Gaztambide-Fernández draws on the foundational work done by 
the feminists of color, including Chela Sandoval, Audre Lorde, and Chandra Mohanty. 
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level, pervading state institutions, which, through a variety of means, encourage those lumped 

together as “normal” to thrive and reproduce, while neglecting or actively discouraging those 

defined as “abnormal,” ostensibly for the “greater good” of society (Murphy 2012, 13). In this 

vein, many contemporary applications of biopower focus on how modern states “regulate bodies 

to ensure their productivity as workers, their obedience as citizens, and their conformity to social 

norms” (Hughes 2016). 

While the fate of nonhuman life and land are certainly implicated when “certain forms of 

living and relating are actively fostered and institutionalized, and others neglected or actively 

eradicated” (Sandilands 2013, 100) under modern biopolitical regimes, there are recent 

formulations of biopower that explicitly de-center or refuse the division between humans and the 

rest of nature. The most salient of these for me come from feminist and Indigenous STS, and 

make the case that many applications of biopower are limited in that they rely heavily on an 

Anthropocentric, Eurocentric lens that explores the “normalization of life through the control of 

human populations and selves” (Puig de la Bellacasa 137, emphasis mine) that are optimized or 

relegated to obscurity in a dominant Euro-Western context that does not adequately address 

human entanglement with more-than-human life and land.40 To weave in aspects of these 

reformulations of biopower, I will be thinking alongside Puig de la Bellacasa’s call to formulate 

an alterbiopolitics that engages with “possibilities of displacing contemporary biopolitics 

 
40. A full recounting of the theorization of biopower is beyond our scope here, but it is worth noting that 
in the way it is used most commonly in the humanities, it originally grew out of Foucault’s analysis of 
shifts in governance beginning in Europe in the seventeenth century, and thus has a Eurocentric bias 
(Murphy 2013, 11-13). From the 1960s, Foucault defined and elaborated on the concept of biopower, 
outlining how institutions garner it through collecting and accessing information about bodies and 
populations and deploying that information to manage populations differently, a practice summarized as 
“the right to make live and let die” (Foucault quoted in Taylor, 41). The term’s meaning has continued to 
evolve, generating new associations in the age of synthetic biology and geo-engineering (Hughes 2016). 
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reduction to the preservation of human life” through a “non-innocent ethics of care” that opens 

up speculative territory for imagining resistant forms of “the maintenance of life” that refuse 

traditional, normative categories upon which neoliberal biopolitics depends (2017, 130).  

Along similar lines, I am also intrigued by Michelle Murphy’s attempt to “rethink 

biopolitics” (2012, 11) as patchy, historically situated, and operating at multiple scales of 

geography and time in ways that are resonant with Anna Tsing’s notions of a patchy 

Anthropocene (2015, 5) and with Indigenous conceptions of time and change as interwoven and 

nonlinear.41 In Murphy’s reevaluation, “instead of a particular mode of linking life and politics 

with origins in nineteenth-century Europe, biopolitics is an open question about the manifold 

ways life became a venue for the exercise of power in a messy, multiterritorialized world” (2012, 

11). Murphy has since extended this revision to biopower in her recent formulation of what she 

terms alterlife. Deployed in the context of refusing Anthropocentric, Eurocentric forms of 

aggregated population management, among other facets, alterlife insists “that bodies are not 

separate from lands, waters, airs, and other non-human beings,” concluding that “Body defense 

is land defense” (2018, 117). Here I find an acknowledgment of the hegemonic reach of 

mainstream, extractive, divisive biopower alongside a refusal to succumb to its numbing logic, 

one more example of the contradictory frictions within regimes of resistance and reinvention.  

In a framing that is relevant to plant-human solidarity, Murphy encourages those who 

support Indigenous resurgence “to make futures in explicit recognition of and resistance to 

profoundly uneven distributions of life chances” (2018, 121) acting with the knowledge that 

what is killing the most oppressed is killing those of us who are more privileged, too. Thus, those 

 
41. This characterization also resonates with Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s questions for posthumanists 
around how “relief” from the deleterious human/nature divide may actually reside outside of the West, 
and is unable to be thought or theorized in a Euro-Western context with Euro-Western scholarship, like 
the means I use here (2013, 673).  
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beings othered by the normalizing schemes of biopower don’t need to be “fixed” as individuals, 

rather they need broad-based recognition that the system is broken and destroying us all. Black 

scholar of the subaltern Fred Moten’s oft-quoted words drive this home, when, as quoted in 

Murphy, he asserts that the oppressed need “Your recognition that it’s fucked up for you, in the 

same way that we’ve already recognized that it’s fucked up for us. I don’t need your help. I just 

need you to recognize that this shit is killing you too however much more softly” (Moten quoted 

in Murphy, 120). In this way we come back around to the question of solidarity, via a refusal of 

the tendency of neoliberal biopower to divide and aggregate populations—whether by race, 

economic status, migration status, or species—and funnel resources to some at the expense of 

others. 

While these invocations to sharpen, shift, and rethink our relationships to the influential 

concepts of biopower and the biopolitical may feel abstract, they come up time and again in 

conversations around how vegetal life is managed—made to conform or die—in contemporary 

Euro-Western capitalist societies. And if we accept, as I do, Murphy’s insistence on the co-

constitution of land and humanity, then hyper-management of vegetal life, from the mass-killing 

of “undesirable plants” with herbicide to the engineering of terminator genes into seeds has 

massive implications for our pursuit of greener Planthroposcene-oriented futures. These nuances 

will come up repeatedly as we attempt to understand how a call for plant-human solidarity on an 

interpersonal and community level interacts with broader flows of power, and will be useful as 

we explore aspects of plant-human interaction through critical plant studies, queer ecologies, and 

invasion biology.42  

 
42. As I will explore in section 1.17, critical plant studies is a loose assemblage of intertwined fields 
spanning the humanities and the sciences focused on exploring, engaging, and speculating on the past, 
present, and future of vegetal life and human-plant relationships (Foster 2019). It draws on related 
interdisciplinary fields like queer ecologies—a similarly wide-ranging field that interrogates the 
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With this series of terms for discussing the mutual reliance and co-constitution of human 

and nonhuman worlds established, I would like to introduce one more series of neologisms, those 

relating to our temporal moment. As the consequences of the deterioration of eleven thousand 

years of relative climactic stability that characterized the Holocene epoch assert themselves more 

broadly, our collective imaginations hunger for an explanation of what comes next. This brings 

me to the much talked about—and contested—scientific and cultural phenomenon of the 

Anthropocene, which is, at its core, a geologically-driven temporal designation (Waters et al. 

2018).43 For all its faults, which we will explore shortly, the proposition that Earth as a whole has 

entered a new geologic age—one defined by a portion of humanity’s rapidly expanding 

extractive relationship with all other earth systems—continues to provide a generative lens 

(Altvater et al. 2016). Ongoing cross-disciplinary discussions about what qualities to ascribe to 

this age, when it began, and who is responsible for it, provide a helpful frame for grappling with 

the scale of naturalcultural change we—all of us, human and more-than—are witnessing and 

experiencing around us, and how to deal with the fact that the ecosocial and geopolitical impacts 

of that change are inequitably distributed (Zalasiewicz, Williams, and Waters 2016).  

Concurrently, it must be clearly articulated that unnuanced use of the term Anthropocene 

has problematically universalizing tendencies: it suggests that humans in general (the universal 

“we,” the singular Anthropos) have reached a kind of terrible manifest destiny where, as a 

species, we have put all human futures in jeopardy through the unfortunate side effects of “our” 

miraculous progress towards modernity (Mitchell 2020, 913-914). For many scholars critical of 

 
intersection of sex and nature (Sandilands and Erickson 2010, 5)—and also responds to issues emanating 
from fields in the dominant Western sciences, like invasion biology, the study of the adaptation and 
spread of (nonhuman) species introduced outside their native (Reichard and White 2003). 
43. For a summary of the genesis of the Anthropocene concept and its relationship to the Holocene, see 
note 3. 
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the Anthropocene concept, this approach “serves to re-invisibilize the power of Eurocentric 

narratives, again re-placing them as the neutral and global perspective” (Davis and Todd, 2017, 

763) and fails to recognize the wide range of human-land relationships and their differential 

impacts on the global biosphere. This is the starting point for Metis scholar Zoe Todd and settler 

scholar Heather Davis’ 2017 call to “decolonize the Anthropocene,” to account for the reality 

that the “ecocidal logics that now govern our world are not inevitable or ‘human nature,’ but are 

the result of a series of decisions that have their origins and reverberations in colonization” 

(763). Joining in the debate about when the Anthropocene began, they follow geographers Simon 

Lewis and Mark Maslin in identifying that the massive, violent, ongoing transformations 

wracking the Earth began not with the testing of the atom bomb in the United States in the mid-

twentieth century, or the advent of the age of steam and coal, circa 1800 in Great Britain—more 

commonly proposed dates for the advent of the Anthropocene (Zalasiewicz, Williams, and 

Waters 2016)—but rather in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with the acceleration of 

European colonialism. Their logic for this choice is particularly relevant for us here, as they 

point to two interlocking events that are connected to historical and ongoing human-plant 

relationships: first, as they note, the dramatic exchange in nonhuman life between Europe and the 

Americas (sometimes described as the Columbian Exchange) began in this time period and has 

continued to accelerate. Second, they point to a chilling observation made by Lewis and Maslin: 

by the early seventeenth century, 1610 to be exact, Lewis and Maslin identify a geologically 

evident drop in carbon dioxide levels, known as the Orbis Spike, that corresponds “to the 

genocide of the peoples of the Americas and the subsequent re-growth of forests and other 

plants” (Davis and Todd 2017, 766). This disquieting marker—direct evidence of a Planthropos 

violently disrupted—reminds me to always keep in mind Potawatomi environmental philosopher 
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Kyle Powys Whyte’s equally crucial point that the current and future dystopias settling on us 

now—again, by “us” I mean those who have historically and continue to benefit from global 

inequities—have been the reality of colonized Indigenous peoples around the globe for centuries 

(Whyte 2017).44  

In addition to these salient critiques, the term has spawned many alternatives that 

challenge the universalizing, Eurocentric framing of mainstream Anthropocene conversations. 

Marxist philosopher Jason Moore’s Capitalocene lays blame and responsibility squarely at the 

feet of extractive capitalist systems that frame all of “nature”—which he defines as historically 

composed of women, nonhuman nature, and the colonized—as a cheap resource to be mined 

(2016), while Marisol de la Cadena’s “anthropo-not-seen” contains an important call to attend to 

the lifeways and peoples eclipsed by discussions of capitalism, colonialism, and technocratic 

fixes for a “sustainable” and “resilient” future for some premised on continued extraction from 

and exploitation of others (2015). 

Beyond terms that offer more precise and accurate descriptions of the contemporary 

moment, providing a challenge to Eurocentric, white supremacist, and human-supremacist 

strains of the Anthropocene discourse (Mirzoeff 2018), a variety of aspirational eras have been 

proposed in a range of tenors. These framings offer a chance for those of us bound by the spell of 

the Anthropocene, as we sit with our dismay, to aspire to a new era. This is the idea my 

collaborator Anne Percoco and I sought to invoke when we founded the Next Epoch Seed 

Library in 2015. The Anthropocene was a common catchphrase by then, and we sought to evoke 

a speculative orientation towards the future of seed saving with the forward-looking moniker 

 
44. It also important to note that over the history of Indigenous dispossession in the United States, 
surviving members of tribal communities have been repeatedly moved to marginal environments, often in 
the vicinity of extractive activity, and many of those environments are now being hit hard by climate 
change (Flavelle and Goodluck 2021). 
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“next epoch.” In 2018 my collective the Environmental Performance Agency, led by agents 

andrea haenggi and Christopher Kennedy, proposed the “Emergent Plantocene” during a 

performative lecture (haenggi, Kennedy, and EPA 2018). Other similarly specific and 

aspirational naming schemes proliferate, from the symbiocene (Fitzgerald 2019) to the 

Florraissance (Feliciano n.d.) to Donna Haraway’s more well-known Chthulucene, a slippery and 

earthy term that draws on ancient Greek mythology and acknowledges the inevitable 

contamination of any new epoch (Haraway 2015). As Haraway exhorts us to “make the 

Anthropocene as short/thin as possible” (160) she also suggests the Chthulucene is already 

present, oozing in and around the current moment. Following Haraway, for me it is helpful to 

inhabit multiple of these temporalities simultaneously, acknowledging the power of 

Anthropocene framing while also pushing back against its flaws, seeking, as she suggests 

“stories (and theories) that are just big enough to gather up the complexities and keep the edges 

open and greedy for surprising new and old connections” (160). 

While dipping into the symbiocene (Fitzgerald 2019) or critiquing the Plantationocene 

(Davis et al. 2019) has generative potential, for the project of this dissertation, a particularly 

relevant and motivating Anthropocene-spawn can be found in Natasha Myers’ carefully 

formulated offer to join her in “rooting into the Planthroposcene” (2020, para. 1). While it is easy 

on the outset to dismiss this term as yet another iteration of the many ‘cenes and scenes that have 

sprouted in academia and beyond since the ascendance of the Anthropocene, Myers’ framing of 

the term allows it to do some heavy lifting. I find thinking and speaking it rewires my mind-body 

being in similarly helpful ways to using terms like ecosocial and natureculture.  

As Myers points out, regardless of the end or continuation of the Holocene, we all live in 

the phytocene, an era shaped and enabled by plants. Around 2.4 billion years ago, microscopic 
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cyanobacteria (very old, tiny, ocean-dwelling plants who are still around!) developed the ability 

to metabolize carbon dioxide and produce oxygen, thus decisively and dramatically altering the 

composition of Earth’s atmosphere, and setting the course for the current oxygen rich 

atmosphere we animals are accustomed to (Blaustein 2016). Citing this vegetally-derived course-

setting event, Myers foregrounds humanity’s indebtedness to and complete dependence on 

plants. She offers the Planthroposcene as a “call to change the terms of encounter, to make allies 

with these green beings” as one means of generating mutual survival, for if we don’t, “their 

undoing will truly be our undoing (2017, 300).45 Enclosed in the term is not only a call to de-

center the Euro-Western vision of the human by eclipsing Anthropos, but a provocation to 

rethink ourselves entirely by envisioning the self as located in a hybrid body, a Planthropos, or 

plant-human unit, whose mutual thriving is entangled (Myers 2020). Taking this framing 

seriously challenges much about hegemonic visions of the liberal individual that define 

contemporary life in capitalist, settler colonial societies. It is decidedly not simple to implement, 

as Myers readily admits in a playful and profound ten step guide to the process, which she offers 

as more of an “incantation” than a scholarly paper, aspiring to break the “spell” (para. 2) that has 

resulted in the debilitating degree of Anthropocentrism that continues to pervade contemporary 

Euro-Western society. In the spirit of Myers’ reference to incantation, I offer you a few phrases 

from her article “How to grow livable worlds: Ten (not-so-easy) steps for life in the 

Planthroposcene,” and encourage you to read them aloud, perhaps to or in view of plant: 

Step 3 | Repeat this mantra: We are not alone. We are not alone. We are not alone … 

 
45. This sentiment converges with one offered by innovative and embattled forest ecologist Suzanne 
Simard, who writes in her recently published book Finding the Mother Tree “this is not book about how 
we might save trees. Rather it is a book about how trees might save us” (2021, 6), a theme that is also 
explored in the popular novel The Overstory (Powers 2019), aspects of which are loosely based on 
Simard’s career and research. 
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Looking back at the past five hundred years of efforts to assert Western Man’s 

independence from — and power over — nature, it is clear that we should never be 

trusted to act alone. Anthropocene thinking is so obsessed with Man’s independence, 

with unilateral action and autonomy, that it forgets that there are other forces and powers 

among us, including those with significantly better skills in the realm of world-making 

and planetary-scale change. In some cases, these beings have billions of years more 

experience than us in terraforming livable worlds. (2020, para.11) 

This affective register—playful and dead serious, whimsical and urgent simultaneously—

is an approach I’ve explored in my own work, especially with the Environmental Performance 

Agency, and to some degree with the Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory as well. I see it 

reflected in other critical ecosocial art practitioners as well—I think of it as another instance of 

generative friction that brings together joy and wonder alongside profound grief and anxiety. 

This is part of the reason Myers’ formulation resonates so deeply for me, along with its challenge 

to envision individualism differently, and act on that difference in daily life. 

Myers’ call to reclaim our relationality with plants comes from a Western perspective—

Myers is a Canadian settler academic and artist—and even as she offers us a story to guide us 

into the future, that of plants as co-conspirators and collaborators, she also emphasizes, 

repeatedly, the parallel approaches found in many Indigenous cultures vis-a-vis plant-human 

relationships. Another vein of her work involves protocols for “doing ecology otherwise,” 

(Evans and Myers 2020, para. 20), which investigates, among other things, a decolonial approach 

to restoration that recognizes Indigenous sovereignty, and the imperative to support and 

prioritize Indigenous struggles to reconnect with land. She puts this into practice through work 

supporting local Indigenous-led organizations—like the Indigenous Land Stewardship Circle—in 
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rebuilding plant-human relationships in the urban forests of Toronto/Tkorotno. Thus, her 

approach matches well with mine, and I will use terms like “the Planthropos” and “inhabiting 

Planthroposcene(s)” throughout this dissertation to acknowledge the difficult work of unlearning 

the nature-culture divide from a settler perspective, and the rich potential of re-making our world 

with plants at the center. 

With that note, before we venture further into means of seeding Planthroposcenes 

through CEA and phytocentric pedagogy, I would like to pause to note how Myers’ 

Planthroposcene story, which she describes as a “speculative fabulation” (after Haraway 2016, 

10) has parallels with the creation story of Anishinaabe people. This resonance provides yet 

another example of how the multispecies turn in the Western humanities must be thought in 

parallel with, and in deference to, myriad Indigenous cosmologies that know plants as kin. I 

choose to elaborate on Anishinaabe stories and knowledge systems in particular throughout this 

dissertation because they include plant-people with whom I cohabitate on the lands currently 

known as the Northeastern United States. Drawing on a recounting by Anishinaabe scholar Mary 

Siisip Geniusz (2015, 14-17) I understand that in the Anishinaabe creation story/theory, humans 

are the youngest relatives of other beings, including the land. As such, humans are cherished by, 

and wholly dependent on, the relatives who came to this world first and offer the material-

spiritual means of survival to humanity, the youngest and most vulnerable of the family (Geniusz 

2015, 12-13).46 

We will explore Anishinaabe plant knowledge in more detail in section 2.6 and 2.7, but 

for now it is useful to note that, as with many “revelations” of Western science around plant 

 
46. Here, as I have learned from reading settler scholar Audra Mitchell (2020, 912 and note 4) carefully, 
but also from listening to Indigenous voices telling Mohican, Tongva, and Kanien'kehá:ka stories, 
retelling a story/theory is best done in your own voice, to the best of your ability, but with reference to 
those from whom you learned the story (Mitchell 2020, note 4). 
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agency and intelligence, the Anishinaabe creation story/theory matches up with the story/theory 

now told by dominant Western science, but the tale is interpreted differently. In dominant 

Western science, humans are also understood to be among the newest beings evolutionarily 

speaking, and as such are framed as the most advanced and most powerful, rather than the most 

vulnerable and most dependent. One recent example of this logic is the ecomodernist framing of 

the Anthropocene discourse, and their call—in the form of a manifesto—for a “good 

Anthropocene” engineered into existence through human ingenuity that will “decouple” humans 

from so-called nature (Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015, 7).47 Compare this framing with Audra 

Mitchell’s insightful attempt to reframe extinction through an Indigenous lens for a settler 

audience: as she explains, working largely with Anishinaabeg and Haudenosaunee 

stories/theories offered by Indigenous scholars like Anishnaabe and Haudenosaunee scholar 

Vanessa Watts (2013) and Mohawk scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (2011), extinction is 

a result of the breaking of treaties between humans and nonhumans, with nonhumans exercising 

their agency to withdraw until treaty conditions are met again (Mitchell 2020, 915-16). Thus, 

while on-the-ground work is at the crux of CEA for plant-human solidarity, as Donna Haraway 

reminds us in this oft-quoted passage from Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the 

Chthulucene: 

It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell 

to tell other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts, 

what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters what worlds make 

worlds, what worlds make stories (2016, 12) 

 
47. For a critical response to the Ecomodernist Manifesto, see Crist 2016b. 
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Stretching myself to think and speak with terms like Planthroposcenes and concepts like 

extinction as a broken treaty takes me part way to re-storying and thus rebuilding my world for 

plant-human solidarity. 

1.8. Criticality Among the Vegetal Frenzy: Ecosocial Justice and the 
(Re)turn to Plants 

As we explore the nuances of plant-human solidarity across these pages, there is a 

background buzz we should attend to: not just within academia, not just in the arts, but well 

beyond, plants are, for lack of a better term “having a moment.” As the uplifting of vegetal life 

blossoms around us—as Mona Caron paints four story murals of (sometimes weedy) plant life in 

cities across the world, as a string quartet plays to an audience of 2,300 potted plants to much 

acclaim, as plant care influencers opine on the brilliance of plants to audiences in the tens of 

thousands on Tik Tok and Instagram, as books and podcasts on the teachings of plants abound, 

as Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass becoming a best seller—it is worth asking: Why? And why 

now? I will turn to this question in more depth in chapter 2, but to summarize briefly, I believe 

folks “like me”—relatively privileged in the global scheme of extractive capitalism and 

neocolonialism—are primed for plant love by a combination of species loneliness, climate 

anxiety, recent evolutions in (somewhat) dominant Western plant biology, and engagement 

(however surface level) with Indigenous resurgence.48 I’m sure there are other ingredients in this 

stew of potential for Planthroposcene growth, but here I want simply to note that even as I find 

myself swept up in the frenzy, and know this attention has validated and buoyed my own 

 
48. While dominant Western sciences are gradually coming around to the reality that plants have the 
capacity to sense and respond to the world around them, the idea that plants might have a kind of 
sentience or distributed intelligence is still met within skepticism in many corners. For instance, the field 
of plant neurobiology, while growing steadily (Gagliano, Abramson, and Depczynski 2018; Calvo and 
Trewavas 2020; Baluška and Mancuso 2020), is also met with regular rebukes (Robinson, Draguhn, and 
Taiz 2020; Mallatt et al. 2021).  
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continued vegetal engagement, I find it ever more important to remain attentive to the 

naturalcultural and biopolitical dynamics at play.  

What aspects of the plant frenzy are aiding in the creation of plant-human solidarity, 

preparing us to conspire together for Planthroposcenes to come? What aspects might continue 

the objectification of plants, contributing to their status as objects, commodities, and eventually, 

garbage? Is this frenzy capable of amplifying and supporting the ongoingness of Indigenous 

knowledge production, or only of extracting and exploiting it? Are “we” helping liberate plants 

through our enthusiasm for them, or Catriona Sandilands suggests, drawing on political theorist 

Jeffery Nealon (2015), are we more likely to fall victim to the vegetalizing all of life through the 

logic of controlled growth (Sandilands 2021, 16)? Of course, here I have set up a series of false 

binaries—these possibilities overlap and coexist and each and every moment of vegetal 

enthusiasm, and while I stand in midst of the frenzied flow, it remains important to acknowledge 

that many, many folks remain beyond its fray, sensing it only as a passing breeze, if at all. 

As calls to appreciate the power of plants and attend to their teachings continue to echo 

throughout the Western world—reaching some greater portion of its population than perhaps a 

decade before—it is important to remind ourselves again and again that plants have been 

“turning” in and beyond Western scholarship for all time (Cielemęcka, Szczygielska, and 

Sandilands 2019, 2-3). Any sense of a vegetal turn might better be articulated as a return. No 

human culture evolved outside of an intimate, daily relationship with plants, and as I have noted 

repeatedly, many peoples—especially Indigenous peoples—continue practices connected to and 

informed by this reality. I know that it will be an ongoing, ever shifting learning curve to learn 

from, acknowledge and uphold the Indigenous precedents and living knowledge systems that 

understand plants as persons and relatives, given I am a member of a settler colonial society that 
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continues to oppress those lifeways, and that actively discourages them through ever-growing 

supply chains and land alienation. Thus, even as I work to cultivate plant-human solidarity in the 

context of what is increasingly being framed as a climate emergency, it is essential to remain 

circumspect, always checking and re-evaluating my sense of urgency and passion by cultivating 

a nuanced understanding of ecosocial justice.  

To get a better sense of what I mean by this, we can turn to my choice to append my use 

of the term ecosocial with the term critical. In the context of increased enthusiasm for vegetal life 

and the potential pitfalls of that enthusiasm—vis-à-vis cultural appropriation, Indigenous erasure, 

extraction, exploitation and commodification— I am interested in creating and amplifying 

ecosocial artistic practices that not only celebrate the renewal of everyday interrelations between 

plants and humans—from the mundane to the magical—but that take a careful, nuanced look at 

who has power and agency in those relationships, who thrives, and at whose expense. The fairly 

new field of critical plant studies—influenced by the environmental humanities, feminist and 

Indigenous STS, Western plant biology (in its dominant and less dominant forms), and 

multispecies studies—is an essential interlocutor in this endeavor, as I will explore in more depth 

in chapter 2. As in critical plant studies, CEA for plant-human solidarity is aligned with uses of 

critical found in critical ecofeminism or critical ecology.49 Here I see critical as a marker of a 

commitment—aspirational and always in need of reevaluation—to building an incisive, 

 
49. Critical ecofeminism refers to both a subset and a reappraisal of significant ecofeminist literature and 
theory from the 1980s in the context of renewed interest in multispecies interactions and intersectional 
approaches. This interest has arisen in the wake of new materialist and Anthropocene-related debates and 
dialogues. Its basic tenants are outlined by ecofeminist scholar Greta Gaard in a conversation with 
anthropologists Dominic Boyer and Cymene Howe (2018) and in Gaard 2011. The term critical ecology 
is employed by Dr. Suzanne Pierre and the Critical Ecology Lab, who, as described on their website 
“develop new approaches to asking ecological questions from a sociocritical lens” to “investigate and 
explain the ways that the natural world, from soils to the atmosphere, has been shaped by the ideas of 
racial and cultural supremacy, natural resource exploitation, and social exclusion” (Critical Ecology Lab, 
n.d.) 
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reflexive, intersectional approach that takes into account layered forms of oppression and 

exclusion in naturalcultural systems and communities in the sense described by legal scholar 

Kimberlé Crenshaw and advanced in Black feminist thought over the last thirty years (1989). 

Through this lens, one dimension of criticality means cultivating an intersectional understanding 

of what ecosocial justice looks like, and how plant-human solidarity can be part of the equation. 

In this vein, ecosocial justice carries with it the residue of meanings we already established for 

ecosocial through a lens that contends with and interrogates privilege and power, attending to the 

intersectional forms of oppression that limit and deny lifeways and plant-human relationships 

forged before Western colonialism and industrialization brought forth the fraying of the 

Holocene, and cultivating those that might flower in its wake. This means attending to my/our 

individual urgency and anxiety while also remaining attentive to how Western environmentalism 

and climate activism can be (and have been) weaponized against those who have already 

experienced the inequitable and unjustly distributed impacts of colonialism and extraction as 

“climate colonialism” spreads (Táíwò 2019, para. 2). 

1.8.1.  Soft-Edged Criticality and the Generative Power of Friction 

Before we move on, I want to offer one further caveat of my use of the term critical, one 

I’ve come to through examining the ferocity of my own inner-critic, and thinking along with 

generous and capacious feminist scholars and activists—like Alexis Shotwell, María Puig de la 

Bellacasa, and adrienne maree brown—who address the pitfalls of purity, perfectionism, and 

conflict-avoidance, and their intertwining with white supremacist and heteronormative culture. I 

recognize that along with modifiers like post or neo, critical can have the tendency to imply 

newer or more or better, even though the concepts or values stated may have an integral 

relationship with prior movements or ideas, or were even present in the past as well, either 
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undervalued, differently articulated, or actively oppressed (Barnwell 2017, 26-27).  

Contemplating the intersection between critique and care, Puig de la Bellacasa addresses 

a common theme animating feminist attempts to build solidarity across difference. Drawing on 

Haraway, she describes how “there is a cost to division and opposing webs of thought that share 

a history. Reading of conflictive positions in feminist thinking webs in Haraway’s writings do 

not purify the stakes into clear ‘sides’—this includes efforts to care for each other across 

conflicts rather than just reinforcing breaks and splits (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 73). In this 

spirit, I intend my use of critical to function not in a way that suggests a clean break or 

oppositional stance to other forms of ecosocial, ecological, or socially engaged artistic work and 

their predecessors, but rather an attempt to care and communicate across difference, whether 

temporal, geographic, or social. Working to subdue the implicitly negative resonance of critical, 

I hope to imbue it with the difficult, at times uncomfortable, but ultimately generative valence of 

friction, meaning that these are reflexive forms of artistic practice that meet in or create 

interstitial locations where seemingly incongruous, disjunctive, surprising, or unfamiliar 

concepts, activities, beings, and/or life ways come together. I believe that when facilitated with 

intention and care—as for instance through the channels of CEA for plant-human solidarity and 

phytocentric pedagogy—rather than violent clashes that lead to roadblocks, they can generate 

energy and momentum for re-routing and repatterning, offering more possibilities towards ways 

to live life “as well as possible.”50 I will offer examples of this friction-derived power at work 

 
50. As noted on page 33 “as well as possible” is a term drawn from Maria Puig de la Bellacasa via Joan 
Tronto (2016, 3). Liboiron (2016) expands on taking care as formulated in STS into the realm of activism, 
musing on how the call in STS towards “interventionist research” (67) can lead to pain, confusion, and 
trauma if not carried out with the right toolkit, one they argue has been developed and tested in other 
areas like activist and community organizing (68). These are not methods I have extensive experience 
with, but in a related way I hope that theories and practices of pedagogy and community-based work, 
especially facilitated in response to with critical and land-based approaches, does some similar work 
towards providing a helpful toolkit for friction-laden situations. 
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throughout the chapters to come. Finally, I am also interested in the dual meaning that comes 

into play with critical—the term can also mean urgent, or essential. What are the tensions, 

productive and otherwise, in framing artistic practice in collaboration with weedy plants—work 

that requires slowing down, rooting, grounding and repatterning—as essential, as critical, to 

exiting the crumbling Holocene and building Planthroposcenes? 

1.9. Why “Weeds”? Learning From the Vegetal Life of Urban, Ruderal, 
and Monocultural Habitats 

While our journey through the lexicon of plant-human solidarity has been a long and 

winding one at this point—and will continue to accrete through the pages to come—before we 

wrap up this introductory chapter, I want to turn to one final linguistic choice, which will also 

open up a brief conversation on an important thematic that is threaded through this dissertation: 

that of weeds, the weedy, and weediness. While I will occasionally reference spontaneous, 

introduced, naturalized, volunteer, local, and so-called invasive plant life, I lean towards weed 

and its variants. Why choose this colloquial, imprecise set of terms, when more specific, 

technical, and (selectively) less derogatory terms exist?  

The choice to refer to the plant beings who have led me in this work as weeds, and their 

characteristics and habits as weedy, was initially a somewhat intuitive one. Over the years I have 

come to understand it as a move—to draw again on Puig de la Bellacasa and her exploration of 

care in more-than-human worlds— towards reappropriating toxic terrain and “recuperating 

previously neglected grounds,” (2016, 11) a task she describes as “reclaiming.” In attempting to 

reclaim weedy life from the margins, from the realm of the discardable, the killable, the useless, 

or even the malevolent, we don’t find a pure, heroic, or innocent protagonist to headline our 

search for plant-human solidarity. Rather, to follow Puig de la Bellacasa further, “reclaiming 
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requires acknowledging poisons in the grounds we inhabit rather than expecting to find an 

outside alternative, untouched by trouble, a final balance—or a definitive critique” (11). In 

turning to the weedy we find vegetal life—both metaphorical figures and literal, fleshy beings—

riddled with trouble and with magic, beings accustomed to “giving us the slip” (Sandilands 

2017), escalating “taming cycles” (Moore 2015, 273), healing land (Kimmerer 2015a, 333) and 

healing bodies (Konsmo and Recollet 2019, 238-239). Protean, subjective, and multifaceted, the 

term weed—derogatory but also at times used with admiration—is ideal for holding together the 

contradictory and friction-laden realities these beings help us process and move through.  

I am comfortable with the tacit and imprecise meaning of the term weed, and the multiple 

residues it carries when uttered. I also think it is worth examining the range of its application in a 

bit more detail. Definitions for the term abound, and generally rely on a degree of subjectivity 

and context specificity across disciplinary and ecosocial settings (Zimdahl 2018, 10-11). For 

instance, as noted in Zimdahl (2018), in 1967, according to the Weed Science Society of 

America, a weed was “a plant growing where it is not desired,” (10) but in the new millennium 

their definition became more nuanced, describing “a plant that causes economic losses or 

ecological damage, creates health problems for humans or animals, or is undesirable where it is 

growing” (WSSA Terminology Committee n.d.). The plants who fit these descriptions are often 

those who have co-evolved—or are pre-adapted—to survive in the company of dense human 

communities or in the presence of frequent human-driven disturbances. In this sense we can also 

describe weedy plants as “disturbance tolerant” (Del Tredici 2010b, 302).51  

In the parlance of dominant Western ecological science, disturbance describes relatively 

 
51. According to Del Tredici, “Experience has shown that without on-going management, the default 
vegetation of the vast majority of urban landscapes is a cosmopolitan assemblage of early-successional, 
disturbance-tolerant species that are preadapted to the conditions of the urban environment” (2010b, 307). 
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discrete” events “that substantially influence ecosystem composition, structure, and function” 

(Tepley, Paritsis, and Veblen 2016, para 1). These disturbances leave in their wake “disturbed 

ecosystems” which may or may not return to a pre-disturbance state over time. Recently or 

frequently disturbed ecosystems can be found at multiple and overlapping scales in 

naturalcultural systems around the globe, and the plants that thrive in them are associated with a 

range of characteristics. They may sprout and grow rapidly in bare ground, or be tolerant of soil 

with high nitrogen levels or contaminants like heavy metals; they may produce large quantities 

of seeds that disperse widely, especially through human-mediated means (aka hemerochory), or 

seeds that can persist in the soil for relatively long periods of time (Kalusová, Čeplová, and 

Lososová 2017).52  Overall, rather than having some intrinsic biological quality of weediness, 

they are “flexible” generalists (Del Tredici 2010b, 11) who are known as weeds because of 

where they live: they are able to survive in at least one of an interwoven, tightly linked set of 

habitat-types that will come up again and again in these pages: the urban, the ruderal, and the 

monocultural.  

We will get to more precise definitions shortly, but in the most general sense, each of 

these terms—urban, ruderal, monocultural—are descriptors of various forms of human-drive 

landscape transformation. They can be safely uttered in the same breath, because at this moment, 

there is no urban center that is not tightly, inextricably wound up with the damaged and blasted 

landscapes of extraction (Tsing et al. 2017; Swyngedouw 2006, 106). Contemporary urban life is 

built on an unsustainable extractive relationship with the rest of the living world, both past and 

 
52. In this context, the term heavy metals refers to the presence in the soil of those metallic or metalloid 
elements that have a high density relative to water—like arsenic, cadmium, chromium, lead, and 
mercury—and wide-ranging industrial and commercial uses and tend to persist in the soil, which leads to 
environmental contamination, exposure to which has wide-ranging ecological and public health 
implications, from reduced soil and plant productivity, to elevated levels of cancer, to childhood 
developmental disabilities (Wuana and Okieimen 2011). 
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present (Demos 2016, 56; Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006, 1-2). From the monocrop 

palm oil forests of Indonesia, to the plains and pits of Canada’s tar sands, to the urban meadows 

of the post-industrial river front in here in Troy, we find, literally and figuratively, examples of 

Puig de la Bellacasa’s poisonous terrain. Linked to regimes of disturbance, each shapes and is 

shaped by a wide range of cosmopolitan vegetal beings who have made a life in the long shadow 

Man casts around the globe. 

Like with the term weed, each of these terms also has multiple registers of resonance that 

are generative for discussions ahead. While urban is generally understood to mean “in, relating 

to, or characteristic of a town or city” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015l), a range of more 

precise and technical definitions are used across disciplines, often in divergent ways (McIntyre, 

Knowles-Yánez, and Hope 2008, 49-51), from demographic definitions that describe urban in 

terms of density of individuals (i.e., > 620 individuals/km2) to those that rely on residential living 

arrangements (i.e., densities greater than one dwelling unit per acre) (53). By naming urban here 

I mean to describe a range of habitats defined primarily by a built environment attuned to the 

needs of humans living in dense communities, and the social-ecological feedback loops that 

creates (Swyngedouw 2006, 106). 

In using the term ruderal, from the Latin for “rubble” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015j) 

I hope to encompass a range of habitat types that have experienced human-driven transformation 

under the auspices of extractive capitalism, then been left to recover on their own terms along a 

continuum that ranges from failed or partial remediation attempts to prolonged abandonment. As 

with urban, there are technical definitions that accompany the usage of ruderal across disciplines. 

Cultural anthropologist Bettina Stoetzer encapsulates this range when she describes how ruderal 

was originally formulated by botanists working in Berlin in the wake of World War II to describe 
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the “ecologies that spontaneously inhabit disturbed environments: the spaces alongside train 

tracks or roads, wastelands, or rubble” (2018, 316), and is extended in her work into a lens that 

“combines an analysis of ruins and their emerging ecologies with questions of urban social 

justice” (299).  

Monoculture also vibrates in a range of registers, as in activist Vandana Shiva’s 

Monocultures of the Mind (1993), a treatise against the spread of Western-driven techno-

industrial single crop farming in the Global South that also invokes the dangers of a 

“monoculture” of thought and knowledge practices. In naming it as a mode of landscape 

transformation alongside urban and ruderal, I mean to encompass habitats where humans and 

carefully selected forms of vegetal life collaborate to create patches of land that are dominated 

largely by a single plant species. In my rubric, these range from Round-Up Ready soybean fields 

that are heavily managed through mechanical, chemical, and genetic technologies, to the 

ubiquitous American lawn, managed at smaller scales but in massive quantities along a 

monocultural continuum we will explore in more depth in chapter 3.  

Writing from a cultural anthropology perspective, Sarah Besky links monocultures to 

landscape transformation both in the literal and rhetorical sense: “When agriculture reaches for 

economies of scale, plants become plant; think of the singularized nouns soy, cotton, 

and rubber…both botanical varietals and variety in the landscape disappear” (2017, para. 2). 

From an industrial agriculture perspective, a more utilitarian definition is common, with a 

distinction made between a monoculture—“a field planted to one species”—and monocropping, 

in which “the same species is planted year-after-year” rather than being rotated from field to 

field as in a “dynamic” monoculture crop sequence (McGuire 2015, para 4). Across these 

registers the connection between monocultures and the reduction of variety—whether of modes 
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of thought or biodiversity—is present.53 

I hope we can take the various meanings and associations these terms carry with us as we 

move through the chapters to come. Whether dwelling in urban, ruderal, or monocultural 

settings, or some combination of each, weeds are weedy because of where they root, and who 

they meet there. They are their relations, to soil, to sky, to water, to us, and they have much to 

teach us about this intertwining, if we care to take a close enough look. Throughout this 

dissertation we will do that repeatedly—pause to see the evidence right in front of us, the 

brilliant, wily, adaptive—and yes, at times “destructive”— agency of the plants who have grown 

up alongside us and reflect back to us that there is no outside the system, no distant authority, 

that the supremacy of “Man” is an unsustainable dream for a few, a hellish nightmare for many, 

and a state that we all desperately need to awaken from.  

Drawing on my work with collaborators at the Environmental Performance Agency, the 

Next Epoch Seed Library, and countless others who have joined and contributed to this ongoing 

work, and on the insights of fellow travelers far and wide, I cite our growing understanding—I 

hesitate to yet call it wisdom—of the value that accrues when those of us who have benefitted 

from extraction bring our privilege to the dirty work of meeting and learning from our plant 

neighbors in urban, ruderal, and monocultural habitats. It is both practical and appropriate—a 

reasonable obligation—to reconnect with our plant brethren in these settings, in the immediate 

places where we dwell and in the blasted landscapes that make that dwelling possible, as part of 

a regular practice. Not to unabashedly celebrate these beings, but to recognize them as neighbors, 

as relations with their own troubled histories, often without elders, finding their way in 

 
53. Language diversity and biological diversity appear to be closely linked, with “biodiversity hotspots” 
often co-occurring with regions of “considerable linguistic diversity” (Gorenflo et al. 2012, para 1). While 
in a quantitative sense the complexity of these interwoven phenomena makes it difficult to tease out 
exactly how they impact each other, “some form of functional connection” is likely (Ibid, para. 1).  
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protracted and multiplying environmental crises.54 What happens if we take it as our task to hold 

each other, to excavate and cultivate Planthroposcenes through intimate engagement, each 

reflecting back to each other the wiles and ways of weedy and troublesome beings. 

As I will return to again and again throughout this dissertation, this call for plant-human 

solidarity, made with a chorus of other voices, is not a call to isolate and purify ourselves in 

search of a utopian collective of humans and plants living in balanced harmony, whether an 

Eden-like before or a technofuturist tomorrow.  Weeds—disturbance adapted and flexible, but 

rooted in place—would never let us do that. They demand we practice “staying with the trouble” 

we and our ancestors helped create (Haraway 2016, 1), offering guidance and companionship as 

we contend with the complicity and contamination inherent in attempting to re-engage what 

Kimmerer refers to as “the rest of Creation” (2015a, 209) in a moment characterized by 

intensifying climate chaos, industrial pollution, biodiversity loss, and ever-growing 

inequity. There is no away. Weedy plants—once they transition from their flexible seed form 

into rooted beings—know this all too well, and can guide us in learning its powers, pleasures, 

and burdens.  

For those of us alive today, inhabiting and shaped by a dominant society premised on 

exclusionary human supremacy, living in that long shadow of phallic and independent Man even 

as we see the fissures emerging and spreading, an urgent question looms: as this one crumbles, 

what do we need to do to midwife a different structure into the vacuum of this collapsing one, 

 
54. The concept of weedy plants being “without elders” comes from a conversation with Eh-Cho Dene 
and Dunne-Za lawyer Caleb Bhen that transpired at one of scholar Maya Kóvskaya’s “Friends for the End 
of the World: Decolonizing the Anthropocene” seminars held in September 2019 at New York 
University. After listening carefully to some of the stories/theories I work with around the complex 
relationship between humans and weedy plants in urban, ruderal, and monocultural settings, Behn offered 
the possibility that, in these novel settings, where species are often introduced without prior context or 
contact with long-evolved ecosocial systems, they are “plants without elders” who aren’t able to learn 
from the generations before them and are thus finding their own way. 
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creating space for the wisdom of other ways of life to build and multiply, with as little strife, 

pain, and violence as possible? What are the forms of harm reduction, dampening, unlearning 

and repatterning that can help ease away the boundaries of our hard-fought individualism and 

threatened egos, facilitating our reintegration with the rest of the living world, no longer so 

needy and lonely? There are many tools and approaches, but given my particular abilities and 

capacities, I offer the joy and sorrow, rage and laughter, play and experimentation, slow growth 

and productive senescence, of holding each other and the land through the wisdom of weedy 

plants, contaminated together but doing what we can to build life-giving solidarity. 

1.10. Following Speech Around 

With these aspects of terminology and theoretical positioning established, we can move 

forward with a commitment to attend to the work these terms actually do in the world. How do 

you feel when you say “Planthroposcene”? We’ll return to Natasha Myers’ incantation, those 

“ten (not-so-easy) steps” (2020) for a moment: 

Step 5 | Foment Plant/People Conspiracies to Root into the Planthroposcene 

Repeat this again and again: We are of the plants. Now, if this is true, then the figure that 

should ground our actions is not the self-aggrandizing Anthropos so much as a strangely 

hybrid figure we could call the Planthropos. And now try wrapping your mouth around 

this word until it rolls off your tongue with ease: Planthroposcene. (Yes, it’s awkward 

and you will sound silly. But just give it a try.) (para. 19) 

Can uttering these binary breaking terms and phrases and coopted denigrations actually 

help us commit to acting on them in concrete ways? And how do our actions reinforce and 

strengthen the power of that language? As Sara Ahmed (2016) reminds us, writing in the context 
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of feminist and antiracist language, critical speech can easily be appropriated. While texts in and 

of themselves “do things” in the world, they are only partially “finished.” We must “follow them 

around” (105), circumspect for the case when “writing good documents…becomes a substitute 

for action” (117). Taking a careful look at the links between language and practice—attending to 

the feedback loop between my written words and my daily actions—is one method of attempting 

to hold myself accountable. With that reminder, I hope that in the coming chapters, it is evident 

that in writing these aspirational words and feeding them back to my practice, day-by-day, I have 

learned something more about how cultivating solidarity between humans and weedy plants 

through critical ecosocial art can make modest contributions to the colossal task of seeking 

ecosocial justice in compromised times.  

It is here that we reach somewhat of an impasse in my commitment to undoing binaries 

between theory and practice. As much as I want to intertwine the two, I have to acknowledge 

that there is absolutely no substitute for the strange, subtle power of sitting quietly with a small 

patch of lawn and slowly sensing it come to life around you, as first you notice a tiny ant or 

spider navigating a forest of grass blades, then slowly see the base of those blades fading to 

white, slipping away from the sunlight as they enter the soil, and how that soil, exposed in spots, 

is deeply textured—compressed or churned up—by previous footsteps and the meandering of 

rainwater or wind, and how that wind just picked up into a breeze, and nudged those grass blades 

to sway, and how leaf then brushed on your thigh, sending a little shiver went down your spine, 

and on and on and on and on and on, as the aliveness of even this most monotonous habitat 

comes into focus through careful and caring engagement. This is an experience that I believe can 

be scaffolded out “in the field” through the strategies of phytocentric pedagogy, but that I can 

only gesture to in these pages.  
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1.11. Wrap Up and What is Ahead 

Carrying this reminder forward—of inherent incompleteness of this written document—I 

close this introductory chapter with a summary of the terrain we’ve covered, and a brief outline 

of what is to come. Thus far, we have laid a basic foundation for exploring, interrogating, and 

expanding upon the premise that cultivating plant-human solidarity in disturbed landscapes can 

contribute to the struggle for ecosocial justice. We covered some plant-led stylistic and structural 

choices that impact how this document is written, addressed a bit about my personal 

positionality, and established some of the broader social, political, and environmental context I 

find relevant to this work. Along the way, we covered some of the terminology I find particularly 

helpful in this conversation, from multispecies solidarity to seeding Planthroposcenes.  

In chapter 2 we will take a deeper dive into the fields of research, scholarship, and 

practice that have shaped my approach to CEA for plant-human solidarity and phytocentric 

pedagogy, including sections on artistic practice, the environmental humanities, and sciences of 

the living land. In chapter 3 we will investigate the specific strategies relevant to phytocentric 

pedagogy through concrete examples drawn from my personal artistic practice, with a particular 

focus on the Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory. In chapter 4 we will turn to conversations with 

experts from fields that have influenced, inspired, and provoked the way I practice CEA, as a 

means of gaining perspective on this field that relies heavily on communicating across 

disciplines. In my closing chapter I will reflect on the terrain covered in the pages to come and 

their resonance for future work. Before we move into these areas, I want to bring you with me on 

another visit to the troubled meadow. As we transition, take a deep breath, bring your feet into 

contact with the floor, raise and lower your shoulders once, and imagine a time you stood in the 

radiant heat of a sunny, asphalt laden parking lot. Pause. Then continue. 
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1.12. Grounding in Plant-Centered Memoir: Holding Friction in the 
Troubled and Troubling Meadow (April 2021) 

On a mild spring morning, I return to the company of the mullein seeds interred under the 

new parking lot. I sit on the curb with my laptop balanced on my knees, trying to sense the life of 

the soil seed bank through the asphalt below my feet. Next to my ankle, a dandelion squeezes out 

of the seam where concrete curb and asphalt meet. Nearby, a spray of knotweed erupts alongside 

a recently mulched weeping cherry tree. I record sounds, textures, smells, emotions, tapping on 

my keyboard until my two-year-old daughter, awakening from a nap in the car, insists on getting 

out to explore. Padding along beside the curb, she eagerly grabs at a dandelion stem with her 

chunky toddler fingers, loosening a cascade of airborne seeds to scatter across the parking lot. 

Some loft upward, others stick to her clothes and hair, while still others catch in fissures in the 

asphalt, where the beginnings of new soil have just begun to accumulate. Dandelion, how do you 

sense this seed distributing organism, who will take some of your seeds two miles south and 

inland tangled in her curls? I watch the grounded seeds trembling in the breeze, seemingly 

stranded but perhaps able to make their way, drawing on centuries of experience that have 

prepared them to root in the midst of a parking lot. I hope my daughter and her generation will 

have the same agility, seeking out those unlikely gaps where Planthroposcenes might seed and 

flourish into the future. Together we pull a few seeds from her hair, and insert them into another 

glassine envelope. 
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2. POLYDISCIPLINAMORY: A REVIEW OF INFLUENCES, 
INTERLOCUTORS, AND RELATED PRACTICES 
(AFFECTIVE TIES TO DISJUNCTIVE WAYS OF 

KNOWING)  

 
.Figure 10: The author’s hand supporting a cluster of ripe pokeweed berries, early autumn. Photo by the 
author. 

2.1. Grounding in Plant-Centered Memoir: Pokeweed Keeps Me 
Painting, Lenape Land, Brooklyn, New York, Fall 2013 

I like to say I kept painting because you told me to, pokeweed. You offered a juicy, toxic, 

splash of magenta across on my fingertips on a hot fall day in Brooklyn, and I swooned. I 

remember it well—you were sprouting from the edge of a side-patio by some garbage cans and a 

 
Portions of this chapter previously appeared as Irons, Ellie. 2021. “Re-Patterning with Kudzu: Reckoning 
in Search of Regeneration.” The Anthropocene Curriculum. February 15, 2021. Accessed March 18, 
2021. https://www.anthropocene-curriculum.org/contribution/repatterning-with-kudzu-reckoning-in-
search-of-regeneration. 
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beat-up blue recycling bin. You seemed impossibly large. “Pretty sure I passed down this block 

last month,” I thought. “I sure don’t remember seeing you, but here you are!” You were leaning 

over the wrought iron railing out into the sidewalk, luxurious green leaves arching off thick, 

sturdy stems, pea-sized dark black-purple berries bigger arranged around a central stalk laced 

with traces of purple. I was naive then—of course I still am!—but then I had no idea who you 

were. I didn’t know about your ten-thousand-year history on the land, your miraculous transition 

from the edges and forest understories of Lenanpehokking to the streets and alleys of Brooklyn, 

the protective poisons you hold in your stem, leaves, berries, and especially roots, warding off 

two-legged and four-legged grazers but offering up your nutritious pollen and berries to the 

winged among us. I was ignorant of your more recent journeys to other habitats, moving with a 

global flow of humans to root in other temperate climates around the world, where you’re now 

an “invader” but maybe also an antiviral miracle plant. In that moment I just sensed the ripe 

intensity of your berries, and instinctively reached out to investigate, gently probing, and you 

shared generously, a stream of fuchsia oozing across my thumb and forefinger there on the 

sidewalk, as I gazed in awe. Later, back in the studio, that deep pink-purple oozed across my 

palette in a vibrant wave, soaked into my brush with ease, and settled opulently into crisp white 

watercolor paper. I am grateful for that first encounter, and for every encounter since, in myriad 

habitats near and far. Thank you. 
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Figure 11: Urban-dwelling pokeweed growing in a building courtyard, Munsee-Lenape land in northern 
Manhattan, Fall 2014. Photo by the author. 

2.2. Guiding Landmarks 

The memory I just sketched is webbed through with threads and tangles that radiate out 

and twist through the pages ahead, enlivening and animating the next task of this dissertation, a 

review and analysis of the heterogeneous fields, disciplines, and ways of knowing that have 

shaped and continue to feed and form my conception and practice of CEA for plant-human 

solidarity. As complex as any troubled meadow dotted with mullein elders or Brooklyn sidewalk 

radiant with pokeweed/poke/pocoon/pèkòn/Phytolacca Americana, the habitat and ecologies that 

shape this practice are impossible to map with complete fidelity.55 It is in this spirit that I 

 
55. The common name pokeweed is most likely a contraction of various Algonquin language terms for 
plants producing red dyes and the common English term weed. In Powhatan, an Algonquin language that 
was spoken in current-day Virginia, the term pocoon was used to refer to several dye producing plants, 
and has made its way into the current common name for the “wildflower” Lithospermum canescens, also 
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introduce yet another neologism, one that has been helpful for me in conceiving just what it is 

I’m up to in attempting the perhaps foolhardy task of a literature review that runs the gamut from 

Italian Futurism to invasion biology with stops in queer ecologies and critical pedagogy. In 

turning to Nathalie Loveless’ term polydisciplinamory —literally the love of many disciplines—I 

am attuned both to her multivariate role as a theorist, creative practitioner, educator, and 

academic, and responding to her assertion that in order to “tumble out of” a dominantly 

“monodisciplinary” frame we must learn to “navigate the attachments that guide a ‘multiple’ 

approach to research creation (multiple in terms of discipline, method, form)” (2019, 14-15).56 

While I expect to spend the rest of my life attuning to and navigating the intricacies of this 

“tumbling out,” this review exists because aspects of each of the fields covered in it have lit my 

body-mind system ablaze. Synapses buzzing, fingers tapping on the keyboard, hands restlessly 

sketching, feet twitching to take me out into the field, I am in love with facets of each of these 

ways of filtering the world, gripped by their flaws and faults as well as their unique strengths. In 

facing them with an analytical eye, I draw fortitude from Loveless’ invitation to “trouble 

disciplinary relays of knowledge/power” that encourage me to be “institutionally legible” (2019, 

15) as grounded in one field or another, as I do from Claire Pentecost’s declaration of her own 

 
known as hoary puccoon, whose roots yield a red dye (Benda, n.d.). Among the Lenape, who speak the 
Algonquin language Unami, the term for red dye is pèkòn (Lenape Talking Dictionary n.d.). As the 
Lenape Talking Dictionary notes, “Around the year 1600 the Lenape language was spoken by thousands 
of people. Now, the remaining speakers who grew up with Lenape as their first language have all left this 
life. We can be grateful that some of our elders took the time to try to preserve the Lenape language for 
us. They did this by teaching classes, making recordings, working with younger tribal members and with 
linguists” (Lenape Talking Dictionary n.d.). This is something I think about every time I visit with poke. 
56. As Loveless describes (writing in the context of the Canadian academic system), research creation is 
“a geographically specific term that works in tandem with alternatives such as practice-based research, 
practice-led research, research-based practice, research-led practice, creative-praxis, arts-driven inquiry, 
arts-based research, and, increasingly, artistic research” (2019, 4). While I consider myself to be engaged 
in the pursuit of a “practice-based PhD” that includes this dissertation as one part of its realization, my 
process and concerns are closely aligned with her assessment of research creation, in which “practice-
based research generates new knowledge through or by means of artistic practice itself” (5), although I 
might qualify “new” as a context-based “new” seen as such given our current compromised moment. 
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work as a “public amateur” in which the artist takes permission to “pursue knowledge with very 

transparent stakes in a space where the interest of the parties involved can be exposed to 

scrutiny” (Pentecost 2007, para. 3). It is in the spirit of both of these orientations—which I find 

bring a simultaneous sense of rigor and play, humbleness and openness to fallibility—that I 

invite you on the vertiginous trail ahead, as we attempt to cover the disparate fields to which I’ve 

developed what Loveless describes as “affective attachments” (15) over the course of practicing 

what I’ve come to define as CEA for plant-human solidarity. 

To corral these cross-disciplinary affective attachments into a somewhat legible form, in 

the pages ahead we will adhere in some sense to conventional disciplinary boundaries. I have 

grouped the widely dispersed fields of knowledge production we will traverse around three 

distinct, if overlapping, categories: 1) forms of artistic practice, with sections on socially engaged 

art, ecological art, and their progenitors; 2) humanities and the more-than-human, focused on 

critical plant studies and its connections to feminist and Indigenous science studies, multispecies 

studies, and queer ecologies; and 3) sciences of and with the living land, which includes 

dominant Western environmental sciences, and ways of knowing that tend to be marginalized in 

dominant science, including local, folk, Indigenous, and embodied knowledges. Reviewing and 

familiarizing ourselves with aspects of each of these deep and complex veins of knowledge 

production will allow me to identify, contextualize, and analyze the key frameworks, approaches, 

and practices that have shaped my approach to CEA for plant-human solidarity. 

Along the way we will explore how various forms of critical, feminist, and land-based 

pedagogies inform and are informed by these fields, as a precursor to our exploration of 

phytocentric pedagogy in chapter 3. Throughout, to maintain a connection to on-the-ground, 

world-making practices that cross disciplines, I will include sections entitled In Practice. In these 
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sections we will explore precursors and contemporary examples of CEA for plant-human 

solidarity that engage with and entangle these fields, softening edges and striking through 

boundaries in search of Akomolafe’s “brilliant betweenness” (2019, para. 14). 

2.3. Forms of Artistic Practice: Situating Socially Engaged Art and 
Ecological Art 

While CEA for plant-human solidarity draws on disciplines, approaches, and activities 

that are associated with any number of fields across the arts, sciences, and humanities, the 

context and container that holds it is that of the expanded field of contemporary art. Within this 

broad and complex field—which also includes influential, overlapping fields like media art and 

bio-art—CEA is most concretely connected to and indebted to the historical trajectories and 

contemporary status of two intertwined fields: socially engaged art (also known as participatory 

art or social practice, from here on referred to as SEA), and ecological art (also known as eco-art 

or environmental art). An exploration and analysis of these two loosely defined fields will 

provide helpful context for describing how the interdisciplinary practice of CEA combines 

aspects of each, subtly remaking them both in the process. This subtle remaking is done with the 

goal of further interweaving ecological and socially engaged art by expanding the social to 

include more-than-human beings, and invoking the ecological in ways that respect the 

multilayered history and vibrant contemporary agency of the land.  

While we will chart the evolution and contemporary status of these two fields as 

relatively separate phenomena, beginning with SEA in section 2.3.3 and continuing with 

ecological art in section 2.3.8, they are deeply intertwined across their histories, a phenomenon 

which the interspersed In Practice sections will allow us to explore. Before we jump in, I want to 

spend a little time, in the next section, delimiting the temporal and geographic scope of our 
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exploration of SEA and ecological art.  

2.3.1. A Note on Scale and Inclusion: Contextualizing Avant-Gardes 

In turning to contemporary visual art and its modern predecessors we quickly run into 

questions of scale and inclusion. I want to pause to acknowledge the boundaries we will be 

working within and bumping up against, and the context in which they have arisen. Socially 

engaged art and ecological art, while they draw heavily on outside fields, are indebted to a range 

of avant-garde movements and practices located firmly in the Euro-Western tradition of visual 

and performing arts.57 These are forms of practice developed over the course of the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, in societies dominated by Euro-Western culture. In my review of SEA 

and ecological art, I don’t seek to deeply critique or rewrite existing accounts of the history and 

contemporary status of either field, but rather to explore how their development over time has 

carved out space, provided tools and precedents, and left gaps for CEA to extend and refashion 

them for the work of forging plant-human solidarity. As we work within this context, I will 

attempt to spotlight historically marginalized and excluded practices and practitioners within 

traditions that are themselves are often framed as antagonistic or oppositional to dominant 

society and the status quo. Even so, it remains the case that these experimental movements and 

 
57. The term avant-garde brings up many threads of potential practice and scholarship, some divergent 
and conflicting (Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009b). In the most general sense, it is used to describe “new 
and experimental ideas and methods in art, music, or literature” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015b), but 
here I use it to identify movements in the visual and performing arts that are “fundamentally opposed to 
the autonomising tendencies that were present in much ambitious art and literature of the nineteenth 
Century” in which avant-garde practices “contest the separation of art from life,” a flow of avant-garde 
practice some describe as the “critical avant-garde” (Day 2004, 307, after Bürger 1984). Originally used 
to describe “the foremost part of an army advancing into battle,” the contemporary usage of avant-garde 
was first developed in the context of nineteenth century French socialism that positioned the artist as 
guide and prophet towards a “more humane and just society” (Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009b, para. 1). 
I use the term with knowledge of its weight and complexity, including its metaphoric resonance with 
military maneuvering. This resonance feels appropriate as an additional way of acknowledging the 
relationship between experimental forms of art and societal violence and upheaval—in this case horrors 
of colonialism, imperialism, and World War I. 
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forms of practice are entangled in and complicit with nation states and societies that are 

predicated around extraction, imperialism, and colonialism.  

As we trace artistic movements in which it is radical to make art with groups of people in 

social settings, or using so-called natural materials that respond to specific sites, I want to 

remember that these activities are provocative and generative given particular ecosocial 

predicaments delivered by the intertwined processes of colonization, industrialization, and 

globalization. While it may be obvious, I want to acknowledge that falling outside of the account 

in the coming pages are myriad rich histories of sophisticated collaborative and land-based 

artistic practices that occurred—and continue to occur—outside the context of dominant Euro-

Western society. These range from the richly layered site-specific earth-pigment paintings and 

carved pictograms found on rock surfaces around the world, to massive pre-modern earth works, 

to performative traditions consigned to realm of traditional or folk art, to what must be countless 

forms of artistic expression lost to time and decay.58 

Additionally, as we trace these specific Euro-Western art historical trajectories, I see it as 

our job to honor the work of those who came before, identifying the strengths and gifts of these 

forms even as we attempt to unlearn and dismantle aspects of what they have bequeathed to us.59 

 
58. In the context of contemporary art, some of these connections have been explored by curator and 
critic Lucy Lippard in her 1983 book Overlay: Contemporary Art and the Art of Prehistory. 
59. Looking at the turn from humanism to posthumanism, a shift that is also relevant to our work here, 
sociologist Ashley Barnwell suggests an approach of “epistemic charity” in which we think carefully 
about putting certain “concerns, methods or histories outside a circumscribed realm of what matters” 
because we perceive them as having failed or transgressed in some way” (Barnwell 2017, 39). Following 
Lauren Berlant, she suggests “it is important to retain the possibility of misrecognition, a sense of 
fallibility, about even those programmes deemed ethical, because we want to explore the queer efficacy of 
as many theoretical tools and perspectives as possible, including those that seem to fall short” (39), and 
notes yet another binary that plagues scholars, who “are often asked to choose structure or affect, critique 
or creativity, detection or description. But should our notion of methods be so fixed and divided? Indeed, 
might social life be more complex than a straightforwardly critical or affective approach can truly 
capture?” (Barnwell 2020, 2). While the level of theoretical complexity Barnwell is engaged with in 
regard to affect theory in is beyond my milieu, the spirit of combining seemingly disparate modes of 
analysis that resist the divide between affective and critical approaches resonates. 
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As we explore socially engaged art, we do so with the background buzz of a mission to expand 

the social and relational capacities of this form to include more-than-human lifeforms and the 

living land. As we explore ecological art, we do so with a mandate to call in and amplify forms 

that engage with the specificity of the living land, respect its agency and learn from its troubles, 

striving to understand and challenge paternalistic or overly romantic characterizations that erase 

other histories and foreclose other possible futures.  

Given these caveats, I write these words with the belief that art remains a powerful tool 

through which to identify, interrogate, contend with, and attempt to right the ills of our 

compromised times. This is the conclusion Loveless comes to in her exploration of the “more-

than-disciplinary” field of practice-based research, when she writes:  

The arts have an important and often overlooked part to play in this context [the 

Anthropocene]. They offer modes of sensuous, aesthetic attunement, and work as a 

conduit to focus attention, elicit public discourse, and shape cultural imaginaries. “How 

might the world be organized differently?” is a question that matters urgently, and it is a 

question that art—particularly art attuned to human and more-than-human social 

justice—asks in generative and complex ways. (16) 

Like Loveless, I am attuned to the particularities of this moment. As a white settler on 

Indigenous land, as the mother of a child who is growing up entangled with earth systems 

increasingly impacted by climate chaos in inequitable ways, I am called on to attune my artistic 

practice to join Loveless and many others in exploring—and acting on! —these urgent questions. 

With these many caveats in place, let’s jump in by taking a look at a collaboration that 

intertwines socially engaged and ecological art. 
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2.3.2. In Practice: SEA Meets Ecological Art at The Bureau of Linguistical 
Reality 

We’ll begin our look at socially engaged art (SEA), also sometimes described as 

participatory art or social practice, with a definition: 

quieseed: A seed that due to social trauma stays consciously dormant not out of 

oppression, but rather due to a deep intuition which senses not to seed until it finds itself 

in a fertile, fecund environment. (Arder and Quante 2016) 

By citing this term here, I am participating in a socially engaged artistic project. Now that 

you’ve read it, I think we can count you as a participant as well. As I will explore, I see the 

etymology of this term, and the fact that it made its way to me, and now to you, as one part of an 

extended network of contemporary practitioners who take a critical, ecosocial approach to 

artistic practice. It is also relevant to our genealogy of SEA and ecological art.  

To understand how, first let’s set the stage: two white women in brown work dresses, 

their hair swept up in buns, sit behind a folding table covered by a black table cloth emblazoned 

with a white starburst design. The table, holding clipboards and writing implements, sits at the 

center of a neat, minimalist display that has all the trappings of a tastefully-appointed exhibitor 

booth at a trade fair. Are these people offering financial counseling, or perhaps upscale kitchen 

remodeling? No, the people behind the table are the artists Alicia Escott and Heidi Quante, and 

they trade in neologisms. A prominently placed display sign in front of their table reads “Word 

Needed” in large, seriffed font while other signs read “Ennuipocolypse” and “NonnaPaura.”  

This display, framed on the project website as a “pop up field study office,” is one aspect 

of the multifaceted Bureau of Linguistical Reality, which has popped up at venues as diverse as a 

barge on the Seine during the COP21 Paris Climate Talks to Rockaway Beach in the wake of 
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Hurricane Sandy. As described on their project website, citing the state of being “at a loss for 

words” to describe and express climate-change related distress and grief, The BLR works with 

participants to generate “new words to express what people are feeling and experiencing as our 

world changes,” which are then added to their Creative Commons licensed “portfolio” and used 

to facilitate conversations around the larger situation the terms are seeking to address, hopefully 

helping facilitate a cultural shift around attitudes towards climate change (Bureau of Linguistic 

Reality, n.d.). Throughout their publicity materials and on the project website, Escott and Quante 

describe The BLR as a “public participatory artwork.” Escott and Quante bring an assortment of 

skills and interests to the project. Both are based in the San Francisco Bay Area on Ohlone land. 

Escott is an interdisciplinary artist broadly focused on climate change and extinction through 

multiple media, while Quante, who was raised speaking three languages, has experience 

designing and running a range of human rights and environmental initiatives. 

The term quieseed emerged when The BLR collaborated with artist Ash Arder, a Black 

woman from Detroit who describes herself as “a transdisciplinary artist whose research-based 

approach works to expose, deconstruct or reconfigure physical and conceptual systems - 

especially those relating to ecology” (Arder n.d., para. 1).60 As we will explore further in section 

3.9, while Arder comes from a background in media, sound art, and textiles, she has worked 

closely with plants for many years, and describes them as collaborators. 

Examining the interaction of Arder’s ecologically attuned practice and The BLR’s public 

 
60. While I’ve been aware of the BLR for some time through documentation and word of mouth, my 
interest in Arder’s work stems from encountering it in person at an event in Detroit in 2017. Arder’s 
“audio ecology” performance was part of a multidisciplinary evening of performance and video I helped 
with Leila Nadir and Cary (nee)Peppermint program as part of the Association for Literature and the 
Environment’s annual conference. “Techno-Lectures of Ecology & Environment: An Evening of Eco 
Theory, Poetry, Techno, Art, Performance, & Video” also included a text and light installation by Bridget 
Quinn, video work by Jacklyn Brickman, andrea haenggi, and Rob Figueroa, and readings by a range of 
scholars and writers of ecocriticism.  
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participatory project is productive for us here on multiple levels. I am intrigued by the way the 

term came about—through what I see as a meeting between ecological art and SEA—and I am 

also intrigued by some particular aspects of its framing, which have the potential to take us deep 

into the world of plant agency, multispecies studies, novel ecosystems and spiritual animisms, 

terrain that is ripe for unearthing and upholding practices that will help us work toward seeding 

Planthroposcenes. Before we dive into these latter worlds, we’ll do some basic housekeeping 

closer to home, nosing around the inter, trans, and a-disciplinary world of modern and 

contemporary art. What kind of artistic practices are these? What are their lineages? And what 

makes it possible, relevant, and even urgent—for interactions like this one to come to pass? 

2.3.3. Socially Engaged Art: History and Contemporary Status 

From here, we will continue by following the BLR into an exploration of SEA and its 

precedents. Founded in 2014, The BLR is a project that spans disciplines, connecting to 

philosophy and etymology, but also movements for language revitalization and climate justice 

(Young, Quante, and Escott 2019). Key to our concerns in this section is the fact that, for the 

project to exist and grow, members of the public need to sit down with BLR facilitators and work 

together to invent and define new words. This process involves a dialogue that is part writing 

workshop, part emotional reckoning with climate change, and varies based on the interaction and 

rapport between participants and facilitators, making The BLR a good example of the young but 

rapidly solidifying field of socially engaged art (SEA), a field of artistic practice that includes 

human-to-human interaction as an essential ingredient. Also known by related terms like 

participatory art and social practice, while this this field has many precedents, over the past few 

decades it has become widespread and well-recognized (Sholette and Bass 2018)  

We will begin our exploration of SEA with a review of the historical trends and 
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movements that have influenced the field over the last century. With this accomplished we will 

shift to a more contemporary focus, looking at current forms of SEA that blur the boundaries 

between art and pedagogy, with an eye towards extending pedagogical strategies to embrace 

learning from and with plants. Before we turn to the historical development of SEA, let’s take a 

pause for vegetal attunement. Take a deep breath in through your nose. Feel your lungs expand. 

Hold for a moment. Sit with the pressure of that expansion. Now release, and let that air whoosh 

out through your mouth. With this action, let’s acknowledge that we are inhaling oxygen 

molecules that have been recycled and exchanged over millennia by vegetal beings, beings who 

lived among our human ancestors, and who live alongside us now. Along with problematic 

particulate matter from an atmosphere saturated by the outputs of internal combustion engines, 

we breathe a green blanket into the deepest spaces of our lungs, an intricate, intimate vegetal 

embrace. Breathe into it, and carry that sustenance onward. 

SEA is a recently ascendent field that can be traced back to artistic movements that arose 

during the cultural and social unrest of the 1960s (Finkelpearl 2013, para. 2), but also has 

precedents in early twentieth century avant-garde movements (Bishop 2012, chapter 2). In urban 

centers in Europe in the early twentieth century—from Paris to Berlin to Moscow to Milan—we 

find artists responding to industrialization and urbanization, imperial expansion and collapse, and 

the turmoil of the First World War. Italian Futurism, launched in 1909 in Milan, was a 

multifaceted literary, artistic, and political movement that evolved in proto-Fascist Italy. Now 

perhaps better known for paintings and sculptures depicting a nihilistic obsession with 

technology, speed, and the “dynamism of the modern world” (Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009c, 

para.1), its practitioners were also engaged with large scale political performances that called for 

mass participation (Bishop 2012, 41).  
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Intent on “the brutal introduction of life into art” founder F.T. Marinetti launched the 

movement with his well-known Futurist Manifesto of 1909, and went on to write several more 

manifestos that called for a performative approach (Marinetti quoted in Berghaus 2015, 184).61 

He called on Futurists to go beyond “articles, poems, and polemics” and instead “go out into the 

streets, lay siege to the theaters, and introduce the fist into the struggle for art” (177). Playing to 

massive audiences that sometimes reached as many as five thousand and provoked audience 

interaction that at times turned violent, Marinetti’s followers, in the words of art historian Günter 

Berghaus realized “an avant-garde form of theatre that invaded society and helped to mould a 

modern civilisation” (192). By most accounts these were heroic, nationalistic affairs, with a 

masculinist, misogynist bent, headlined and dictated by men, with the exception of the short-

lived but productive tenure of Mina Loy, who in 1914 penned her “Feminist Manifesto,” an 

until-recently unpublished polemic that has gained currency with the reappraisal of modernism 

through the lens of gender.62 As described by literary scholar Christina Walter (2005), Loy’s 

manifesto joins “Futurism’s anti-social, singularizing tendencies with the collectivist goals of 

feminism,” (para. 6) providing some insight into the plethora of plays and poems Loy wrote 

during the few years when she was active with the Futurists. 

Futurism, especially its penchant for performance, is often described as the seedbed for 

Dada (Berghaus 2015, 176), another significant predecessor in the evolution of SEA. Named 

explicitly in 1916 when Hugo Ball penned his “Dada Manifesto,” the movement also has roots in 

Marcel Duchamp’s anti-art, and was spurred on by the horrors of the First World War. While 

 
61. Known as a brilliant publicist, Marinetti found a broad audience for his manifesto by purchasing space 
on the front page of a major newspaper, an intervention he was able to carry out due to his wealth 
(Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009).  
62. See for example, The Gender of Modernism (Kime Scott 1990), and Women Making Modernism, 
(Delsandro 2020), both of which include chapters on Loy. 
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wide-ranging, the movement was known for its rowdy cabarets that combined performance and 

visual art in irrationally exuberant resistance to the violent logics of modernity. These tactics 

eventually spilled into the streets, where, during its 1921 season in Paris, André Breton and 

collaborators explored “the exquisite potential of social disruption in the public sphere” (Bishop 

2012, 6). 

Dadaists were also well-known for their publications, which eventually took the form of 

an expanded network that connected avant-garde hubs in cities as far flung as Cologne, New 

York, and Zagreb. In the wake of the first world war, Breton, frustrated at the peak of nihilism 

reached by Dada, attempted to sway the fractured and growing energy of the movement with his 

“Surrealist Manifesto” of 1924 (Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009, para. 2). While now well-

known for engagements with psychoanalysis and the unconscious, as expressed in the striking 

visuals of painters like Dalí, Rene Magritte, and Max Ernst, Surrealism was also a multifaceted 

movement. Multiform artist Méret Oppenheim is known for her assemblages—like her 1936 

Object, a fur-lined cup and saucer—and her photography, both of which slyly challenged 

normative gender relations in a movement where women were more often regarded as muses and 

subjects. Beyond experiments in assemblage, film, and photography, Surrealism also had a 

significant socially engaged component, revolving around group meetings, storefront 

experiments, automatic writing and drawing exercises, and an extensive body of publications that 

in some cases received mass distribution (Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009d, para. 13). In 1924 

and 1925, for example, Surrealists at the Paris Bureau of Surrealist Research handed out small, 

colorful fliers to passersby, inscribed with phrases like “If you love love, then you’ll love 

Surrealism” and “Parents, tell your kids your dreams,” invitations to the public to start thinking 

“surrealistically” (Jackson 2021, 31). As with Dada, the most complete record the movement’s 



85 

wide-ranging approach is captured in their long-running magazine series, which changed with 

the movement, taking increasingly interdisciplinary forms including essays ranging across topics 

from film to science, alongside poetry, visual art and other provocations (Hage 2016, 208).  

Together these avant-gardes laid the groundwork for forms of artistic expression that rely 

on performance, collaboration, social interaction, and interdisciplinary exchange, blurring the 

distinction between art and life in their insistence on art as an emancipatory social and political 

force rather that an autonomous sphere of rarified aesthetic experience (Wood 2004, 2). These 

are movements actively situated as against the status quo and for some other possible reality, 

whether or not this is one we currently recognize as desirable. Whatever their failings—Breton 

was known for being authoritarian despite his many collaborators, and Surrealism has been 

deservedly critiqued for its objectification of women and their exclusion from its canonized 

histories (Caws, Kuenzli, and Raaberg 1991; Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009, para. 16) —each 

of these movements embrace aspects of friction and contention alongside inclusiveness and 

publicness, a balance that continues to animate socially engaged art today.  

While the decades around the Second World War are known for a return to formalism 

and experiments with surface, flatness and abstraction as seen in Abstract Expressionism 

(Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009, para. 1), the ingredients of another push towards distributed, 

public facing, dematerialized artistic activity were brewing in these years. In the 1960s, as Pop 

art and Minimalism grew in stature to overshadow Abstract Expressionism, other more 

experimental movements began to push back against the Greenbergian purification of the 

autonomous art object. These developments coincided with resurgent activity in the civil rights 

movement, the women’s movement, and the environmental movement. In a decade that saw 

students blockading the alleyways of Paris, the Black Panthers administering community 
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healthcare and food programs across the United States, and the occupation of Alcatraz by Indians 

of All Tribes in San Francisco, Fluxus, feminist performance art, conceptual art, and process art 

built potential for new forms of interaction and participation between audiences and artists 

(Finkelpearl 2013, para. 2). As the Situationists took dérives through Paris, walking with a 

certain psychogeographic (un)intention as an artistic practice of resistance to the consumerist 

spectacle of contemporary life (Debord 1967), in New York City Fluxus artist Alison Knowles 

was using “event scores” to frame mundane daily activities, like lunch with friends, as works of 

art (Higgins 2002), and Robert Moses was rearranging industrial and organic materials for 

Continuous Project Altered Daily (Schneller 2015). These developments also parallel the 

emergence of Earth art, which we will explore in the context of ecological art.  

This burst of activity carried through the 1960s and into the early 1970s. In 1971 artist 

Gordon Matta-Clark—along with the dancer Caroline Goodden and a range of others who would 

later form the collaborative group Anarchitecture—co-founded Food, a restaurant in SoHo that 

employed artists and hosted food-related performances. In 1972 in Los Angeles, under the 

auspices of the newly founded Feminist Art Program at Cal Arts, artists Judy Chicago, Miriam 

Shapiro, and their students experimented with consciousness raising as an aspect of participatory 

and collaborative installation and performance across multiple rooms of a condemned mansion 

they called Womanhouse (Raven 1996; Cascone 2018). These experiments expanded across the 

1970s and 1980s into more public-facing, activist-oriented practices. Also intertwined with 

ecological art, in 1982 Joseph Beuys’ “social sculpture” grew in notoriety with his orchestration 

of the planting of seven thousand oak trees for Documenta VII in Kassel, Germany (1982), while 

from 1974-1980 Bonnie Shirk developed Crossroad’s Community (The Farm) in Oakland, 

California (Lacy 1995, 275). Beginning in the late 1970s Judith Baca/SPARC’s work on large-
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scale collaborative murals celebrating the history of marginalized Black, brown, and immigrant 

communities began to appear in the greater Los Angeles area (202), while in New York City the 

Guerrilla Girls’ anonymous performance art critiqued gender inequity and discrimination in 

powerful art institutions (225).  

As these performative and participatory practices continued into the 1980s, they 

increasingly confronted an intensifying backlash against 1960s and 1970s counterculture, as a 

kind “moral panic” (Hawdon 2001, 420) swept through American society. Across a decade that 

saw NEA censorship of work by Robert Mapplethorpe and Andres Serrano, the rise of new 

antiabortion forces, the intensification of the “War on Drugs,” and the devastation of the AIDS 

crisis, participatory, community-based work fell from the institutional spotlight to a degree. 

While artists involved in ACT UP and related arts collectives like Gran Fury took to the streets 

with agitprop and street theater in response to the callous public and state response to the AIDS 

epidemic (Gould 2002; Sember and Gere 2006) the gallery and museum world largely took a 

different turn. Movements like Neoexpressionism and the continued dominance of Pop art 

overshadowed the socially engaged and community-based practices of the previous decades, 

fueling an expansion in the art market, with art stars like Jeff Koons and Julian Schnabel wearing 

the hat of artist-as-creative-maverick-entrepreneur (Ardenne and Vale 1995). These 

developments set the stage for the solidification, in the 1990s, of two divergent strands of artistic 

practice that influenced the way socially engaged art eventually coalesced in the first decade of 

the new millennium: new genre public art and relational aesthetics.  

In 1991, reflecting on public-facing practices with a social justice, activist orientation that 

had emerged over the last decade, artist and theorist Suzanne Lacy proposed the uniting moniker 

new genre public art (Lacy 1995, 12). By 1995 a comprehensive survey text of the field was 
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complete, edited by Lacy with contributions from a range of theorists and artists, from curator 

Lucy Lippard to performance artist/activist/educator Guillermo Gómez-Peña (Lacy 1995). 

Included are projects like Gómez-Peña and Coco Fusco’s The Year of the White Bear (Two 

Undiscovered AmerIndians visit Madrid) (1992), Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ Flow City (1985), 

Mel Chin’s Revival Field (1989–), and Hachivi Edgar Heap of Birds’ Building Minnesota 

(1990). Across this decade other long-term projects like Rick Lowe’s Project Row Houses 

(1993–), Mark Dion’s Chicago Urban Ecology Action Group (1993–94), and Jo Hanson’s 

Sanitary Fill Company’s artist residency grew in ways related to the practices codified in Lacy’s 

text, demonstrating the resurgent potential of community-based practice.  

Lacy’s positioning of new genre public art brought a broad array of practices together in 

ways that presage many aspects of socially engaged art that are relevant to its influence on CEA, 

including a focus on public-facing creation of artwork, community dialogue and negotiation, and 

a strong connection between pedagogy and creative practice. It also brought forth critiques that 

continue to be worth attending to as these forms spread, regarding art-washing, exploitation, and 

gentrification possibilities that flow from and into these forms when they are not—or even when 

they are—practiced with careful consideration for their socioeconomic impact. 

Paralleling Lacy’s earnest sociopolitical positioning of new genre public art is the curator 

and theorist Nicholas Bourriaud’s framing of the field of relational aesthetics in his short 

handbook of the same name. Published in the wake of his 1996 curatorial project Traffic, in 

Relational Aesthetics (1998) Bourriaud makes the case for a form of dematerialized practice that 

relies on “convivial” social exchange, which he lists as including “invitations, casting sessions, 

meetings, convivial and user-friendly areas, appointments, etc.” (46). While Traffic was held in 

Europe, in the United States, the early years of Relational Aesthetics are perhaps best 
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exemplified in the public imagination by Rirkrit Tiravanija’s’s 1992 piece Untitled (Free), in 

which the artist modified the 303 Gallery in Manhattan, moving the backroom and office 

contents into the exhibition space, then using the office as a kitchen from which to serve rice and 

Thai curry to exhibition goers. Bourriaud also cited American conceptual artist and sculptor 

Felix Gonzalez Torres—especially his untitled paper and candy works— as an exemplary 

predecessor for this new vein of artwork functioning at the “social interstice” (Bourriaud 1998, 

45; Rounthwaite 2010, 35). In the intervening years, the field has become closely associated with 

artists like Maurizio Cattelan, Liam Gillick, and Carsten Höller, all of whom were included in 

the Guggenheim Museum’s influential 2008 exhibition theanyspacewhatever.  

While framed as ostensibly anti-capitalist and politically progressive due to its 

dematerialized stance vis-a-vis the art market, Bourriaud’s interest in forms of practice 

appropriate to a moment when “it seems more pressing to invent possible relations with our 

neighbors than to bet on happier tomorrows” (Bourriaud 1998, 45) has been critiqued for its non-

contestational, difference-erasing approach to sociopolitical concerns, and for disregarding 

obvious predecessors in feminist performance and new genre public art (Reckitt 2013). In 

recounting these salient critiques, I want to acknowledge both that Bourriaud’s framing remains 

influential, and that there are other readings of the artists and practices associated with Relational 

Aesthetics that offer a more incisive approach to their social and political meanings and 

implications (Scanlan 2010; Tan 2021).63 

 
63. As scholar Chang Tan describes, while “relational” is an apt description for Tiravanija’s practice, the 
label also has the potential to overshadow other concerns that have consistently been important to the 
artist, including the themes of identity and migration (2021, 65). For instance, Tan describes how a 
significant motivation in Tiravanija’s’s creation of Untitled (Free) “was his desire to re-create the ‘life 
around the objects’ for the Thai pottery and Buddhas he saw in American museums” (65). 
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2.3.4. The Flowering of SEA Against a Backdrop of Increasing Precarity: 2000-
2020 

In the early 2000s, Bourriaud’s relational conviviality and Lacy’s feminist community-

activist orientation began to meet and cross pollinate as participatory forms of artistic practice 

expanded towards their current level. Across a tumultuous decade that from the start was 

characterized by uncertainty—from 1999’s Y2K panic and Seattle’s high profile anti-globalism 

protests to the contested election of President George W. Bush—SEA coalesced across years 

animated by the Dot-com bubble burst, the trauma and conservative backlash associated with the 

9/11 tragedy, the rise of web 2.0, mobile computing, crowdsourcing and meme culture, and mass 

demonstrations against the US invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan. It is in these years we see the 

arrival of practices like the Yes Men’s irreverent experiments with tactical media and mass-

media performance, brought together in 2004 with others like Critical Art Ensemble, SPURSE, 

and the Atlas Group under the curatorial umbrella of “The Interventionists,” a moniker coined 

for a book and exhibition of the same name held at MASS MoCA in 2004 (Sholette and 

Thompson 2006). Described on the MASS MoCA exhibition website as art “that trespasses into 

the everyday world — art that critiques, lampoons, interrupts, and co-opts, art that acts subtly or 

with riotous fanfare, and art that agitates for social change using magic tricks, faux fashion, and 

jacked-up lawn mowers” these practices are set in contrast with “the sometimes heavy-handed 

political art of the 1980s” (MASS MoCA, n.d.). Both veins continue to impact the trajectory of 

SEA today. 

Working in a related vein, in 2005, Ted Purves, an artist and professor at the California 

Institute of the Arts, published What We Want is Free: Generosity and Exchange in Recent Art. 

Rather than focusing on conviviality or intervention, Purves carves out space to explore the 

disruptive power of generosity. Like many theorists of participatory practice, Purves draws on 
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the Letterist and Situationist strategy of détournement as a means of breaking through spectacle, 

which he frames as the “seamless alienation” of contemporary life (2005, 28-29). Using 

examples like Santiago Sierra’s A Person Saying a Phrase he takes the trouble to differentiate 

artistic projects that contextualize “critical exchange” (2014, 11), in which the system of 

exchange is made visible and emphasized to all involved (viewers/participants/institution) 

arguing they can generate a form of disjuncture in which it is possible for the 

audience/participants to 

become disoriented. To have a moment of adjustment that requires a shift in thinking and 

reaction. It is in this moment of realignment that a possibility of critical exchange 

arises—where the form is seen not just for the moment when it is strange, but for all the 

prior times we have entered it when it was !normal.” (13)  

While not necessarily realized, for Purves, this moment of détournement is rife with 

potential for pushing back against tyrannical forms of oppression that characterize an era of 

“industrial modernity, capitalist economics, and mediated culture” (Purves 2005, 29). This 

moment of disruption in an otherwise mundane or sanguine exchange is also at work in aspects 

of CEA and phytocentric pedagogy. 

As the 2000s progressed, punctuated by events like the naturalcultural disaster and 

tragedy of Hurricane Katrina in 2006 and the triumphant election of President Barack Obama in 

2008, they were increasingly characterized by precarity. The 2008 housing crash and spiraling 

inequality contributed to the rise of influential movements like Occupy Wall Street and Black 

Lives Matter in the early years of the next decade. It is during this time period that we see 

projects like Paul Chan’s Waiting for Godot in New Orleans (2007) and Candy Chang’s Before I 
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Die (2011), and the launching of long-term projects like Theaster Gates Rebuild Foundation 

(2009), and Caroline Woolard and collaborators’ Trade School (2009-2019). 

The early years of the next decade brings a flurry of influential surveys of the growing 

field, indicating the pace of its expansion. These include Shannon Jackson’s Social Works 

(2011), Grant Kester’s The One and the Many (2011), Claire Bishop’s Artificial Hells (2012), 

Nato Thompson’s Living as Form (2012), and Tom Finkelpearl’s What We Made (2013). While 

referencing a global range of work in some cases, these volumes are written largely from North 

American and Western-European perspective, by white scholars and curators, with some 

expansion into Latin American and Eastern-European avant-gardes. This orientation is reflected 

in my own research and breadth of the work explored here. Recently a volume with a focus on 

socially engaged art in China came out in English (Wang, 2019), and The Field, a periodical 

founded in 2015 and edited by Grant Kester, has published issues on socially engaged art in 

Africa (Makhubu and Garrido Castellano 2021). Alongside growing online resources like Zheng 

Bo’s MOOC (massively open online course) Discovering Socially Engaged Art in China, those 

of us working in the European and North American context have growing resources to connect 

with and understand how vast this field has become and how widely it is practiced globally. 

Concurrently, conferences like Open Engagement—a United States-based artist-led initiative 

founded by Jen Delos Reyes—evolved from 2007 to 2018 in a way that paralleled the growth of 

socially engaged art over the past fifteen years, moving from scrappy outsider to thoroughly 

institutionalized form. Tracking its thematic development and growth is also a helpful way to 

understand the growth of SEA. 

Though this survey I hope it is clear that SEA and its precedents cover a vast range of 

literature and artistic practice, and the field is thoroughly established. Any combination of the 
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sources mentioned above has the potential to do a good job of situating a contemporary project 

like the BLR, and this ubiquity and variety has impacted my personal artistic trajectory and 

approach to CEA for plant-human solidarity. From here I want to spend a little more time with a 

few key texts that I find particularly elucidating in combination for grounding the aspects of SEA 

I find most relevant to CEA, with a special focus on those that address the connection between 

SEA and pedagogy. 

2.3.5. Contemporary SEA: Strengths, Caveats, and the Pedagogical Turn 

I came to socially engaged art through the entry point of pedagogy. Given my training 

and experience as an art educator—at the university level, in museums and nonprofits, and in 

primary and secondary schools—running workshops and walks as extensions of my artistic 

practice was a natural fit. Gradually these pedagogically-oriented forms of engagement became a 

focal point of my practice, and I still tend to gravitate towards the writing of other teacher-

practitioners when it comes to theorizing and analyzing SEA. In these accounts I find an 

optimistic, committed approach to the potential of SEA to use the “expanded field of 

contemporary art as a collaborative, collective, and participatory social method for bringing 

about real world instances of progressive justice, community building, and transformation” as 

artist-educators Chloë Bass and Gregory Sholette describe in their recent text about their work 

with Social Practice Queens, a multi-institution collaboration for graduate education in “social 

practice art” (xiii). Along with other artist-educator-activist types, like artist and museum 

educator Pablo Helguera, who published his Handbook for Socially Engaged Art Education in 

2011, and artist, professor and theorist Ted Purves, whose updated edition of What We Want is 

Free was published in 2014, Bass and Sholette make a convincing case for the liberatory and 

transformative potential of participatory forms of artistic practice and their role in making art 
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school a space to “learn how to learn” (Sholette 2018, 282). These volumes include a wealth of 

information, from theoretical analysis to lesson plans to case studies, more or less allying 

socially engaged art with historical forms of avant-garde practice that trouble the distinction 

between art and life, agitate for societal change, and challenge the institutions and embedded 

power structures that define how art operates and for whom. 

Given my enthusiasm for this mode of working, and the affordances it provides to my 

work with plant-human solidarity, it is important to note that aspects of the emancipatory 

aspirations of SEA have been challenged, most notably by British art historian and critic Claire 

Bishop in her thorough and well-researched book Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the 

Politics of Spectatorship (2012). Bishop looks at the historical avant-gardes described earlier, 

and at contemporary manifestations of participatory practice, asking questions about the broader 

impact, aesthetic efficacy, and ethical implications of work ranging from Cuban artist Tania 

Bruguera’s Cátedra Arte de Conducta (2002–9) to Paul Chan’s Waiting for Godot in New 

Orleans (2007). While her critique is detailed and nuanced, broadly speaking, she wants to 

unsettle what she describes as an “orthodoxy” (18) that has ossified over the last thirty years in 

much socially engaged art, one that assumes that a collectivist, dematerialized, intimate, 

spectacle-breaking orientation to artistic practice is inherently liberatory.  

Drawing on philosopher Jaques Ranciere’s The Politics of Aesthetics (2003)—which she 

frames as a “rehabilitation” (Bishop 2012, 18) of the connection between aesthetics and 

politics—Bishop seeks to define alternative means by which to evaluate participatory, socially 

engaged projects. Rather than how well the artist collaborates, makes participants feel 

comfortable, or creates “democratic” means of engaging the public, Bishop emphasizes “the 

aesthetic in the sense of aesthesis: an autonomous regime of experience that is not reducible to 
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logic, reason or morality” (18), what some have framed as “aesthetic antagonism” (Miller 2016). 

In some ways, as I understand it, this calls for a re-engagement with spectacle, albeit in a 

different register than Sholette or Purves suggest. In Bishop’s register, successful participatory 

forms disrupt/disorient as much as they sooth/heal or agitate/activate, and socially engaged art 

falls along a continuum of cohesion versus antagonism, which might also be framed as “discord 

versus harmony” (Thompson 2012, 24).64 In a particularly extreme example, Bishop writes about 

Christoph Schlingensief’s incendiary 2001 project Please Love Austria, in which refugees 

seeking asylum in Austria were moved from a detention center outside Vienna’s city center to a 

shipping container in a prominent public square, where their fate as asylum seekers was voted on 

by the Austrian public. As Bishop concludes, 

The disturbing lesson of Please Love Austria is that an artistic representation of detention 

has more power to attract dissensus than an actual institution of detention…This 

contradiction is the core of Schlingensief"s artistic efficacy – and it is the reason why 

political conversion is not the primary goal of art, why artistic representations continue to 

have a potency that can be harnessed to disruptive ends, and why Please Love Austria is 

not (and should never be seen as) morally exemplary. Participatory art is not an automatic 

formula for political art, but one strategy (among many) that can be deployed in 

particular contexts to specific ends. (283) 

While I have complex, ambivalent feelings about the morality and efficacy of projects 

like Schlingensief’s—and definitely don’t have the sensibility or emotional capacity 

 
64. It should be noted, given our binary-breaking task here, I find this binary schema—even understood 
on a continuum or scale—to be somewhat frustrating, and might offer a tripartite scheme in which 
activism, antagonism, and harmony are ingredients in many examples of CEA, generating the kind of 
productive friction and capacity for complexity that has both disruptive and healing capacities. 
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(callousness?) to engage with this form of making on a personal level (honestly it turns my 

stomach)—I think I understand Bishop’s point. SEA is not a privileged form of artistic practice 

that is inherently virtuous. Practitioners and participants test and refine it, discovering salient 

features and failures in each specific iteration, at times engaged in strategies that may offend or 

alienate a portion of the participants or the extended audience. This is equally true in the final 

form of SEA Bishop reviews in her book, when she devotes a chapter to the “educational 

experiment” as another means of forging a closer connection between art and life (chapter 9).  

2.3.6. SEA and Critical Pedagogy 

Broadly defined, pedagogy refers to “the art, occupation, or practice of teaching” as well 

as “the theory or principles of education; a method of teaching based on such a theory” (Oxford 

English Dictionary 2015g). As such, it encompasses a huge range of approaches and 

applications. For me and many practitioners of SEA, approaches to teaching and learning 

developed in the subfield of critical pedagogy—also referred to as radical pedagogy—are most 

relevant. Critical pedagogy provides a deep challenge to the so-called “banking” model of 

education, in which facts are deposited from a learned source and regurgitated when needed. 

Critically oriented models of education are based in dialogue, exchange, and the development of 

skills for navigating the world and its power structures (Sholette and Bass 2018; Kincheloe 

2008). Alongside building these skills in concrete ways in classroom settings, these approaches 

are part of a broader effort to identify, interrogate, and dismantle wider systemic inequities that 

are built into the very institutions of education (Kincheloe 2008, 2). Critical pedagogues commit 

to “forms of learning and action that are undertaken in solidarity with subordinated or 

marginalized groups” (Giroux and McLaren 1991, 155) both within and beyond the classroom. 

While the field is vast and multivariate, it is worth noting a few key figures in its 
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development who have had a particular impact on SEA. In his closing essay for Art as Social 

Action, Gregory Sholette provides a nuanced summary of the through line, over the last century, 

between John Dewey’s pragmatic idealism, Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Joseph 

Beuys “anarchoeducational pastiche” and the way pedagogical principles animate contemporary 

SEA (Sholette 2018, 9).65 While the subtleties of the relationship between figures like Dewey 

and Beuys are too complex to address thoroughly here—Sholette sees Dewey’s philosophy and 

practice as rooted in a collectivist impulse to build participants for the institution of democracy, 

and Beuys’ approach as celebrating the creative impulse of the fully realized individual—

important principles like horizontality, learning by doing, valuing process over product, and a 

healthy dose of skepticism for elite and exclusionary forms of knowledge production and 

dissemination are common across these approaches.  

Also mentioned in passing in Sholette’s genealogy is the approach of Black feminist 

scholar and educator bell hooks, who takes an intersectional lens to critical pedagogy, 

emphasizing a methodology that helps students identify and challenge normative assumptions 

and the limitations they prescribe based on race, sex, gender, and class, both inside and beyond 

the classroom (hooks 2003).66 Building on Freire and extending his analysis to better address 

 
65. Sholette coins the term anarchoeducational pastiche to describe a practice in which “Beuys wryly 
appropriated established pedagogical tools and practices, treating blackboards, didactic lectures, 
educational symposia, and other classroom accessories as artistic material and media for his installations 
and performances. The resulting collapse of art and education is like a Surrealist collage conjoining Beuys 
the artist and Beuys the teacher, much as he also montaged Beuys the artist with shaman, and Beuys the 
artist with political activist by cofounding both the German Student and Green Parties in 1967 and 1980 
respectively” (2018, 9). In this passage I see Sholette touching on the evergreen avant-garde interest in 
collapsing art and life, and also raising questions around the overlapping and intertwining of the sincere 
versus the satirical, implied in his characterization of the work as “pastiche” employing appropriation. 
Comparing this collision to a “surrealist collage” is for me another way of suggesting there is productive 
friction at work in Beuys’ approach (Ibid, 9). 
66. Conceptual artist Chloë Bass, who co-authored Art as Social Action with Sholette, draws more 
directly on hooks than Sholette does. While I was exposed to hooks through my training as a museum 
educator, her work came into clearer focus for me when I heard Bass bring her theoretical framework to a 
discussion of art education in the context of a panel organized for Momenta Art in 2013.  
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oppression based on race and gender, hooks sees the classroom as a space for “the practice of 

freedom” in which teaching and learning become part of a daily praxis of undermining what she 

describes as a “culture of domination” (hooks 2003, 29).  

In books like Teaching to Transgress (1994) and Teaching Community (2003), hooks 

explores how critical pedagogy can break “a culture of domination,” building student wellbeing 

in ways that extend across communities, for the collective betterment and liberation of all (2003, 

36). While she is focused on human-to-human relationships, her insights on hierarchy and 

oppression also resonate with my understanding of limited attention paid to building multispecies 

relationships in contemporary educational environments dominated by exclusionary human 

supremacy. As hooks writes, “when we stop thinking and evaluating along the lines of hierarchy 

and can value rightly all members of a community, we are breaking a culture of domination” 

(36). This may seem like a simple observation, but it requires vigilance and commitment to put 

into practice on a daily basis, as teacher and student must work continually to “undermine all the 

socialization that leads us to behave in ways that perpetuate domination” (36). For hooks it is 

important to practice these behaviors daily, for example, through subtle but powerful shifts in 

language, for instance shifting from either/or speech patterns—which she frames as “crucial to 

the maintenance of racism and other forms of group oppression” (37)—to both/and speech 

patterns, as a means of disrupting deeply inscribed habitual tendencies formed around Euro-

Western dualism. As she describes, this shift can open up possibilities for acknowledging 

pluralistic experiences of and in the world, enhancing the potential of engagement across 

difference.  

I still have much to learn through ongoing engagement with the writing of hooks and 

other Black feminist theorists of intersectionality—from Audre Lorde to Chantal Mohanty—
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about how to effectively and consistently conspire against white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, 

and other damaging hierarchies that pervade educational settings, thus building solidarity that 

can bridge a range of experiences and levels of privilege. It is with awareness of my own 

limitations that I seek to connect their insights to my experiments in teaching and learning from 

and with plants. When combined with essential insights from Indigenous scholars and 

practitioners of land-based education, which I will address in section 2.10, I find ample 

inspiration to build, challenge, practice, think, and rethink my own aspirations for phytocentric 

pedagogy. 

2.3.7. SEA in Closing 

Turning back to Claire Bishop’s incisive (and divisive) look at SEA, in her closing 

chapter on pedagogy, she acknowledges that “for many decades, artists have attempted to forge a 

closer connection between art and life, referring to their interventions into social processes as art; 

most recently this includes educational experiments” (273). Bishop’s concerns about the efficacy 

of SEA continue into this chapter, but soften and complicate themselves somewhat as she 

explores the boundaries between participant and spectator, and how those experiences 

reverberate outwards from the social encounters themselves, providing space to reconsider both 

art and pedagogy: 

Pedagogic art projects therefore foreground and crystallise one of the most central 

problems of all artistic practice in the social field: they require us to examine our 

assumptions about both fields of operation, and to ponder the productive overlaps and 

incompatibilities that might arise from their experimental conjunction, with the 

consequence of perpetually reinventing both. (274) 
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It is in this context that Bishop provides another interesting perspective against which we 

can evaluate SEA, and pedagogy-oriented SEA in particular. As Bishop frames it, all socially 

engaged art, and pedagogical strategies in particular, need to contend with a kind of “double-

finality” in which a project must address  

immediate participants and subsequent audiences. It needs to be successful within both 

art and the social field, but ideally also testing and revising the criteria we apply to both 

domains. Without this double finality, such projects risk becoming “edu-tainment” or 

“pedagogical aesthetics.” (273) 

To illuminate this, Bishop tracks how Paul Chan’s Waiting for Godot in New Orleans 

radiates outwards—geographically and temporally—from the performance itself, which 

happened four times for a live audience in the Lower 9th Ward of New Orleans in November 

2007, fifteen months after Hurricane Katrina. She tracks how the project expands backwards and 

forwards in time, from the months of classes Chan taught at local universities and the acting 

workshops that were run before the performance, to the “shadow fund” that redistributed money 

to local organizations working to rebuild the city, to the documentation, performative artist 

lectures, extensive archives, and ongoing relationships between specific community members 

and organizations that continue on in its wake (251-255). 

To return to our starting point with the Bureau for Linguistical Reality, I see this dual 

existence and expansion at work in Quante and Escott’s project as well. From a socially engaged 

focal point—the initial moment of intimacy and collaborative work between BLR facilitator and 

participant that occurs as the two work together to create a term and definition—comes an 

extended life. The co-authored term lives on in a variety of formats as, set free in the wider 

world, it takes on a life of its own. It might arrive, as quieseed did, on the pages of a dissertation, 
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but also, as journalist Caille Millner (2018) describes, on the pages of a newspaper article about 

the Anthropocene (MacFarlane 2016), the walls of a gallery exhibition not associated directly 

with the BLR (Ranu Mukherjee’s Shadowtime), or in a book review in the New Yorker (Lyster 

2018). Certainly, there are countless other examples of how these terms travel in the world. As 

they do so, they provide new affordances in language that shift others’ abilities to contemplate 

and express thoughts and ideas around climate change, generating affective responses ranging 

from excitement to anxiety, quietude to aggravation. 

This brings me back to the continuum Bishop illuminates for SEA, ranging from 

provocative agonism to conciliatory earnestness. Like any analytic, it is a simplification, but it 

helps me parse and process my sense of how the friction I’ve referred to throughout this 

dissertation animates many compelling examples of SEA and CEA for plant-human solidarity. 

While the continuum model is useful, to me it seems that many of these works fold the spectrum 

back on itself, holding multiple points together in a single work or practice. As we will explore 

in more detail in subsequent examples, a dose of agonism may offset a carefully constructed, 

earnestly facilitated pedagogical experience, creating space to hold and consider the provocation, 

either in the moment or beyond. When it comes to CEA for plant-human solidarity, some of this 

provocation—in the form of frustration, confusion, wonderment—derives from the simple but 

profound act of expanding SEA to prioritize learning from and with more-than-human beings, 

especially weedy plants. While there are many knowledge flows that animate and inspire this 

shift, one particularly useful field to turn to is the significant, enduring, and growing field of 

ecological art, which we will explore next. 

2.3.8. Framing Ecological Art and its Flows Towards CEA 

While the BLR clearly engages with environmental themes, it revolves around a locus of 
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human interaction and spoken and written language as practiced by humans—and thus fits nicely 

into the category of socially engaged art, even as it expands well beyond its confines. Now I 

want to turn to the contribution Ash Arder made to the BLR, and why I think she was able to 

bring a particular kind of focus and perspective that builds into a productive example of critical 

ecosocial art when combined with the BLR. 

2.3.8.1. In Practice: Ash Arder’s Urban Nettle Collaborations 

The practice of Ash Arder, who co-generated the quieseed definition, provides an apt 

entry point into the legacy and current status of the kind of ecological art that interests me, an 

example of an artistic practice that does not occlude the current complexities of ecosocial 

existence. Arder, who has collaborated with stinging nettle/Ts’exts’ix/Urtica dioica x., says she 

has been taught by plants and by human elders who have worked with plants and soil before her 

(Panton 2019).67 She has spent time, energy, and attention meeting plants out in the wild—she 

 
67. I’ve met stinging nettle in a wide range of urban and ruderal habitats, where they thrive in sun and 
partial shade, often along forest edges, roadsides, and drainage ditches. They like a bit of moisture and 
fertile soil. I am familiar with their ferocious sting, a long-lasting reaction triggered with just a soft brush 
of the plant along bare skin, which allows for the embedding of tiny needles containing formic acid—a 
concoction like that in a bee’s sting. I now instinctively give nettles their space when I see their familiar 
upright posture, deeply toothed leaves, and dangling green inflorescence. While I have yet to meet them 
in a monocultural habitat, I have read that they and their close relatives are considered “noxious weeds” in 
some industrial agriculture settings (Lati, Shem-Tov, and Fennimore 2016). Concurrently, they are also 
being investigated for their potential as a cash crop, because they are “the source of many added-value 
natural products” and show potential as a “perennial low-requirement crop” (Di Virgilio et al. 2015). 
Described from a dominant Western botanical perspective as “a polymorphic complex in North America 
with a confusing taxonomic history” (Carey, 1995, para. 1), Urtica dioica is now thought to be native to 
the lands now known as the United States, although they may have hybridized with introduced nettle 
species, and a range of subspecies are now recognized, including European Stinging Nettle/Urtica dioica 
subsp. dioica and American Stinging Nettle/Urtica dioica subsp. gracilis (Ait.) Selander. Regardless of 
their liminal status as native or migrant, nettle has a long history of interaction with North American 
Indigenous peoples, and is mentioned in many settler-written enthobotanical accounts (Anderson 2005, 
161). A more detailed contemporary account comes from Skwxwú7mesh/Squamish ethnobotanist Leigh 
Joseph, who describes the plants’ relationships with the peoples and lands currently known as the Pacific 
Northwest, where they are known as Ts’exts’ix, “a nutritious spring green that has many uses”—including 
as cordage to make fishing nets and lines (2017, para. 2-3). Joseph also notes that “Squamish People 
know that when the stinging nettle is a few inches tall, this marks when the baby seals are born” (para. 7). 
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notes harvesting nettle to collect fiber to make sculptures by the Rouge River in Detroit, “while 

birds chirped and cars passed by” (Arder n.d.)—and creating the conditions for certain seeds to 

sprout and grow in fully human-constructed environments, like the studio or gallery.  

Arder has also exhibited and performed with living plants at various points. In her piece 

Broadcast—one in a series of pieces reflecting on the relationship between Black music and 

ecology—she built a sculpture that included speakers, soil, stinging nettle seeds, and wood that 

was connected to a synthesizer and tape deck, which Arder activated during a performance. As 

she describes it on the project website, “the vibration from the sounds I played caused seeds 

inside the sculpture to escape onto beds of soil atop the sculpture. In agriculture, the random 

spreading of seeds is called broadcasting” (Arder n.d.). The “sounds” Arder refers to—which 

include field recordings and remixed samples drawn from a range of Black musical traditions 

and cultural and political figures (Recess 2019, para. 1)—create a polyvocal entanglement that 

has literal vibratory impacts in the world, vibrating weedy nettle seeds into a position to 

potentially breaking their dormancy by falling into a bed of soil.  

This piece draws on many ecosocial flows, from Arder’s interest in the Detroit music 

scene, a family legacy intertwined with the Great Migration, a great Uncle’s tendency to 

cultivate gardens in abandoned lots around Detroit, speculation about plants’ response to music, 

and the healing role of Black music among enslaved and free African-American communities 

from colonization to today (Lynne 2018; Panton 2019). As noted prior, Arder also examines “the 

relationship of someone in her body (black and female) to sources of knowledge she may 

 
Whether “American” or “English,” nettles would have been familiar to colonists, immigrants, and 
enslaved peoples arriving in the Americas over the centuries, as members of the Urtica genus have long 
been used around the globe, prized for culinary and medicinal uses and for the strong fibers found in their 
stems, which can be used in basketry and textiles. The plant produces ample seeds—up to 20,000 per 
shoot when growing in full sun—that survive for an “undetermined” (probably long!) period in the soil 
seed bank (Carey 1995, para. 1).  
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historically have been excluded from,” like wild-crafting and survivalist practices (Panton 2019, 

para. 2). There are plenty of threads to trace here, from lines between apocalypse narratives and 

prepper culture, Afrofuturism and speculative fiction, sound art and Black popular culture, media 

archaeology and DIY technology. So, what about this practice is related to and illuminating with 

regards to the long history of ecological art?  

In order to answer this question, we’ll need to establish some boundaries for the nebulous 

field of ecological art, and sketch out a loose genealogy. In this portion of the review, I will 

focus most closely on work that engages materially with more-than-human lifeforms, living 

systems, and the land, with some extension beyond those limitations to allow for contextual 

grounding. Rather than tracing an orderly temporal progression as we did to map the progression 

of SEA, we will proceed through a series of temporally bounded thematic groupings. I will try to 

acknowledge moments when the geopolitical events and artistic movements covered in our 

exploration of SEA overlap with developments in ecological art, and attend, in the most basic 

way, to how those approaches relate to events and developments in the sociopolitical realm of 

“the environment” and environmentalism. This approach will allow us to trace precedents for 

contemporary Euro-Western ecological art from the fifteenth century to the turn of the new 

millennium, exploring a range of dynamic, intertwined thematic categories: 1) Fieldwork and 

The Artist-Naturalist, 2) Land-based Interventions, 3) Exhibiting Life and Death, 4) Performing 

with/for the Living Land, and 5) Tactical Biopolitics. Each of these thematic categories overlap 

and bleed in to one another at times, temporally, in the practices of individual artists, and at the 

level of movements. These thematic divisions are not meant to represent an exhaustive typology 

for sorting and categorizing ecological art, but rather a loose framework for understanding some 

of the ways artists working in the Euro-Western tradition have been involved in representing, 
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engaging with, and reshaping modes of understanding human entanglements with more-than-

human life and land. Beyond their independent utility, these five thematics can be loosely 

mapped onto my personal approach to phytocentric pedagogy, as I will explore in more detail in 

chapter 3.  

2.3.8.2. Fieldwork and the Artist-Naturalist: Maria Sibylla Merian (1699) 
to The Center for Land Use Interpretation (1994-) 

In the Euro-Western tradition, artists have long been engaged with the practice of 

documenting, categorizing, and interpreting the more-than-human world, a practice that takes 

them “into the field,” whether into so-called “wilderness” or onto city streets.68 Given our 

interest in landscapes of disturbance, we will begin our survey of this trajectory early in the 

colonial era, when the upheavals of the so-called Columbian exchange, Indigenous genocide, and 

their attendant landscape transformations were ascendent. Tracing this particular vein of artistic 

production will take us from the eighteenth century botanical illustrations of Maria Sibylla 

Merian, through evolutions in landscape painting in Europe and America in the nineteenth 

century, to the role of photography in framing ecosocial issues in the United States across the 

twentieth century—from the Dustbowl to the climate crisis—concluding with a look at the 

multifaceted output of the Center for Land Use Interpretation (CLUI), an interdisciplinary art 

project founded in 1994. 

As noted, while artists have long played a role in documenting and interpreting the rest of 

nature across cultures, since the advent of the colonial period Euro-Western artist-naturalists 

have played a particularly incisive role in identifying, portraying, publicizing, and monetizing 

 
68. This is true beyond the Euro-Western tradition as well—examples of artistic works that document 
plant and animal life can be found emanating from cultures around the world and throughout history. 
Given the orientation of this dissertation, and the constraints of this literature review, it is not possible to 
examine these traditions in depth. 
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colonial acquisitions. In addition to entangling them in aspects of bioprospecting and settler-

colonial nation-building, this has afforded artist-naturalists a role in framing and forming public 

understanding of the living land.  

In an unusual example that has gained attention over recent years, beginning in 1699, 

German-born Maria Sibylla Merian—one of the only female artist-naturalist-entrepreneurs of the 

time period—self-funded a two year expedition to the Dutch colony of Suriname, where, along 

with her daughter, she collected and documented neotropical insects and plants, which were later 

published in lavish, beautifully illustrated scientific folios that played a role in shaping their 

aesthetic and economic role of Suriname’s “natures” in European society (Etheridge 2011). 

While celebrated for her accomplishments in a deeply patriarchal society, Marien was also 

complicit in the extractive practices of settler colonialism, and like many artist-naturalists of the 

time-period, relied on the knowledge provided by enslaved Africans and Indigenous peoples 

(Schiebinger 2007; Kinukawa 2012).69   

Working in the British imperial and colonial context in North America a century later, 

artist-naturalist Mark Catesby became well known for illustrated volumes on the flora and fauna 

of Carolina, Florida, and the Bahamas. Catesby was also a horticulturalist and plant breeder, and 

played a key role in the cross-Atlantic exchange of seeds and plants and the construction of 

gardens that served as “active instruments” of imperialism at home in Britain (Haltman 2001, 

 
69. As Londa Schiebinger and Catriona Sandilands have explored, Merian’s legacy is associated with 
arrival of the known abortifacient Peacock flower/Caesalpinia pulcherrima in Europe (Schiebinger 2007, 
193; Sandilands 2021, 11-12). As Merian notes in her 1705 folio, the plant was used by enslaved African 
women to avoid bearing children into the abhorrent conditions of slavery. Drawing on Schiebinger, 
Sandilands conjectures that, given that knowledge of the plant’s power to end pregnancy was apparently 
widespread among Indigenous peoples of the region, they likely “shared this knowledge with African 
slaves as a form of resistance to the horrific conditions of sugar plantations” (Sandilands 2021, 12). When 
introduced to Europe, the plant was appreciated for its spectacular ornamental qualities, but its role as an 
abortifacient was suppressed, despite its potential utility for European women, an indication of “the 
suppression of women’s traditional herbal knowledges in Europe more generally” (12). 
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547; Meyers and Pritchard 1999). Another of his popular illustrated volumes, Hortus Britanno-

Americanus (1763), focused on North American plant species that had the potential to be 

successfully transplanted to British soil, contributing to the shifting of both genetic material and 

aesthetic preferences across the Atlantic (Meyers and Pritchard 1999). Over the intervening 

centuries, artists have continued to draw on interdisciplinary skill sets, sometimes aiding imperial 

powers and nation states in surveying violently acquired “resources,” and at other times pushing 

back against these tendencies to reinvest energy and resources in oppressed naturalcultural 

communities.  

Moving forward one hundred years brings us to the creative output of George 

Washington Carver, a scientist, artist, and inventor born into slavery in the early 1860s. While a 

bit outside of our artist-naturalist trajectory, I include him here as a compelling example of an 

ecologically-oriented fieldworker who doesn’t fall neatly into the logic of colonial extraction.70 

While best known as an agricultural scientist—and often one-dimensionally associated with 

peanut farming—Carver also designed textiles, developed new techniques in soil science, and 

understood the intricacies of plant biology (Sanders and Hwang 2014). Recent reappraisals of 

Carver’s complex legacy assert he should be understood as “a central figure in the American 

environmental tradition” given his interest in sustainable farming practices and the 

interdependence of living systems (Hersey 2011, ix). As historian Mark D. Hersey writes in a 

recent biography, Carver “encouraged rural African Americans to defend themselves against the 

economic and political vicissitudes they faced” by learning to appreciate what he described as 

 
70. I am confident there are creative practitioners who worked with ecological themes and resisted the 
logics of settler colonialism and extraction in this time period, but given our focus on the formation of 
ecological art in the Euro-Western context, and the limitations of this literature review, this alternative 
conception of the resistant artist-naturalist-fieldworker will have to wait for another time, and/or perhaps 
a different researcher who has a practice more attuned to uncovering archival traces of work submerged 
by the vagaries of time and white/settler colonial supremacy. 
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the “mutual relationship of the animal, mineral, and vegetable kingdoms” (Carver quoted in 

Hersey 2011, 2). Key to our interests here, Carver had a mobile experimental studio, and traveled 

the South sharing skills and techniques ranging from cultivation techniques to what we might 

now recognize wild crafting and creative reuse with freed Black farmers confronting the twinned 

horrors of deteriorating soil and Jim Crow terrorism (Sanders and Hwang 2014, 5-6). Along with 

plant breeding, botany, and teaching, Carver also made pigments from plants and designed and 

implemented his own form of textile art.71 

Over the history we’ve covered thus far, artist-naturalists engaged in dominant Western 

scientific research—be it of the colonial or anticolonial persuasion—were compelled to be in the 

field. In more traditional Euro-Western fine art practices of the sixteenth to mid-nineteenth 

centuries, artists working with more-than-human beings were generally based in the studio, 

focused on still life and landscape in ways that were allegorical or metaphorical. This studio-

based practice began to shift to the field a few decades before the progenitors of SEA—the 

Futurists and Dadaists—took their work to the streets of Europe in the early twentieth century. 

One genealogy starts in France in the 1840s, with landscape painters of the Barbizon School, like 

Jean-François Millet and Théodore Rousseau (Thomas 2011), who were followed by realist 

painter Gustave Courbet—who was also a utopian socialist. Courbet, who painted regular 

portrayals of the local landscape of Franche-Comté in a practice that also intertwined with 

 
71. While I was aware of Carver’s work more generally, I was prompted to look into his experimental art-
science practice of pigment and textile production through the research of another artist, Los Angeles-
based assemblage artist Judson Powell. Powell’s research into Carver is the basis for an exhibition at the 
California African American Museum, planned for 2024 as part of the third in the Pacific Standard Time 
series, a Getty Foundation-funded collaboration that in this iteration (as announced on the Getty 
Foundation website) will explore the connection between art and science through events and exhibitions 
around the greater Los Angeles. 
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sociopolitical issues around urbanization and industrialization (Smith 2006).72  

Following these decades of experimentation, by the 1870s, painters burst out of the studio 

in larger numbers to work “en plein air” in what is now well known as French Impressionism 

(Thomas 2011). While the radical nature of their work is largely lost on today’s audience, 

Impressionists' focus on the mechanics of light, the immediacy of the field, and the treatment of 

the landscape as a subject in and of itself, rather than as a vehicle for allegorical or mythological 

narratives, can be framed as part of an ongoing rearticulation of the relationship between the 

artist and the habitat around them. Impressionists also established an interest in contemporary 

sciences of vision and light that would ebb and flow in painting moving forward. In the late work 

of Claude Monet in particular we find what art historian Greg M. Thomas has described as an 

“immersive ecology” in which water lilies floating in a pond are translated into a “total 

environment” (2011, 55) attuned to the interaction of earth, water, and plants, a framing that has 

resonance with developments in ecological art that occur in the 1960s and 1970s. 

On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, the first identifiably “American” (settler-

colonial) artistic movement also took on landscape as a major theme. Most active in the mid-

nineteenth century, Hudson River School painters like Thomas Cole and Frederic Edwin Church 

took a romantic rather than realist approach emphasizing the virtues of wilderness and the 

sublime (Avery 2004). Their grandiose and spectacular paintings of the “new” American 

landscape were built from sketches and notes gathered in the field. Contributing to the vision of a 

 
72. Art historian Greg M. Thomas argues that the landscape painting of Théodore Rousseau represents 
“the first truly ecological art practice in France…based on the way his art combined ecological science, 
environmental politics, and a new aesthetic system that promoted art viewers’ awareness of both” (2011, 
49), framing ecological art as a precursor to many events traditionally associated with the field, like 
Haeckle’s 1866 coining of the term ecology, or the 1859 publishing of Darwin’s Origin of Species. 
Relevant to our concerns is Rousseau’s dedication to working in the field, and his nostalgia for a 
“supposedly natural past” that pits industrialization against rapidly receding traditions of rural life under 
France’s monarchic rule (49). 
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lush, abundant—and empty—American territory ripe for agricultural and industrial expansion, 

Hudson River School imagery was activated to contribute to the terra nullius myth that continues 

to plague the American environmental imaginary, animating everything from environmental 

activism to science education. The Hudson River school took shape across a century “when 

landscape painting merged with the expression of national identity” as a “belief that closeness to 

nature ensured the virtue and privileged status of America vied with the desire to develop land 

for the extractive and industrial economy” (Salaz 2012, 349).   

The waning decades of the Hudson River School overlapped with the growing impact of 

photography in shaping American impressions of and engagement with the land. Carleton 

Watkins in particular, active from the 1860s and a contemporary of John Muir, made depictions 

of Yosemite Valley that were closely associated with Muir’s call for preservation at the federal 

level. Referenced as a key force in the decision to declare the valley a national park, Watkin’s 

imagery is also part of the legacy of terra nullius, where photography colluded in Indigenous 

erasure and the submerging of issues around race and class (DeLuca and Demo 2001). 

Back in Europe the affordances of photography were taken up for different ends by 

botanist-artists in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. British artist and amateur botanist 

Anna Atkins made some of the first cyanotypes of plants in the 1840s and 1850s, publishing the 

photographic volumes British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions in 1853 and Cyanotypes of British 

and Foreign Flowering Plants and Ferns in 1854. By the early 1900s, German sculptor, 

educator, and photographer Karl Blossfeldt was documenting botanical specimens with an 

experimental home-made camera that allowed him to magnify plant parts. Hoping that his 

precise, detailed photographs would inspire architects and designers, Blossfeldt insisted “the 

plant must be valued as a totally artistic and architectural structure” (Blossfeldt quoted in Reid, 
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2015, para. 1). Blossfeldt’s work is generally understood in an artistic context as part of Neue 

Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) but his attention to the brilliance of plants as architects in their 

own right also creates a pathway through which to see his linkages to CEA.  

While Blossfedlt brought specimens from the field into a highly controlled studio setting, 

as cameras became more portable, like easel painters before them, more and more photographers 

stepped out of the studio. Out in the field, their work continued to reflect and impact the 

evolution of ecosocial values across the early to mid-twentieth century. In the 1920s and 1930s 

Ansel Adams and Edward Weston gained enduring renown for compositions that took nonhuman 

life and land as a palette for modernist abstraction, turning the stark shadows and smooth 

contours of desert landscapes, mountain peaks, and vegetal forms into sanitized compositions for 

human contemplation in the newly ascendent white cube gallery (Alinder 2014).73 Cropping out 

or blowing out—through careful framing and high contrast black and white printing—any 

evidence of human presence, historical impact, or the daily flux, flow, and decay of ecological 

systems, many of the best-known of these works present a vision of a transcendent, enduring 

“nature” disengaged from contemporary human concerns (Peeler 1993; Solnit 2003, 201). 

Ruminating on the ongoing contemporary popularity of these images, feminist cultural critic 

Rebecca Solnit describes how, for her, they feel “paralyzed by a worn-out aesthetic of purity” 

(92), as they adorn everything from tourist postcards to promotional calendars. 

As these developments took place in “natural” settings, the field of “social documentary” 

photography evolved in urban and industrial settings as the camera became a tool to explore and 

expose the shifting ecosocial dynamics and growing inequities of early to mid-twentieth century 

 
73. Advocates of “straight photography”—as opposed to the Pictorialism associated with early modernist 
photography—Adams and Weston were founding members of Group f.64, a group of northern California 
photographers that also included Imogen Cunningham and Dorothea Lange (Alinder 2014, xi-xii) 
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America (Rawlinson 2012, 369). While early social documentary practitioners are known for 

addressing human social concerns, there is actually a good deal of ecological acuity to be found 

in this trajectory, which began to emerge in the late nineteenth century and reached its heyday 

during the Great Depression with the bolstering of federally funded programs like the Works 

Progress Administration, Farm Security Administration, and the Tennessee Valley Authority, all 

of which hired photographers (Solnit 2003, 92; Balaschak 2021).  

Early catalysts of social documentary photography, like the artist-naturalists before them, 

had cross-disciplinary expertise, which they applied in urban settings. On the East Coast of the 

United States, journalist and social reformer Jacob Riis used photography to document the 

realities of tenement life in New York City, while sociologist and educator Lewis Hine turned his 

lens on factory conditions and child labor. Later, as the twinned catastrophes of monocrop 

agriculture and extended drought devastated the South in the protracted event we now know as 

the Dustbowl, the Farm Security Administration hired a range of photographers who fanned out 

into the broader American continent. In the images they produced—ranging from the iconic 

well-known work of Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans to the more often overlooked work of 

Margaret Burke-White and Edwin and Louise Rosskam—environmental devastation, 

infrastructure development, and social documentary come together in a way that presages aspects 

of ecological art today (Balaschak 2021).74  

 
74. Late in the process of researching this section I came across a preview of the recently published book 
The Image of Environmental Harm in American Social Documentary Photography (Balaschak 2021), 
which seems to provide a cogent analysis of the trajectory of social documentary photography within 
what the author describes as “American environmental visual culture” (electronic preview). Connecting 
the work of the first wave of social documentary photographers to social and environmental justice 
activists and artists active in the 1980s and 1990s—like Dona Ann McAdams, Sharon Gilbert and 
Masumi Hayashi—to the work of contemporary artists like LaToya Ruby Frazier, it provides a level of 
detail that is far beyond our scope here, but seems to address some of the same thematics touched on by 
Rebecca Solnit in her explorations of photography and landscape—for example in As Eve Said to the 
Serpent: On Landscape, Gender, and Art (2003). Both texts buttress my sense that much social 
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Many of these accounts reached the broader public through the unique and enduring form 

of the documentary photo book. Examples of this influential genre from the late nineteenth to 

mid-twentieth century range from Jacob Riis’ How the Other Half Lives (1890), to James Agee 

and Walker Evan’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941), to Richard Wright’s 12 Million 

Black Voices (1941) to Katherine Glover’s America Begins Again: The Conquest of Waste in our 

Natural Resources (1939). We see artists continue to work in this vein across the intervening 

decades to today. From LaToya Ruby Frazier’s The Notion of Family (2014) to Saylor/Morris’ 

Water Gold Soil: The American River (2019), artists’ photo books that showcase the evolving 

role of social documentary photography and its entanglement with issues and concerns more 

typically defined as environmental or ecological are now prevalent.  

Alongside the enduring trajectory of the documentary photo book, we see an expansion 

into the increasingly important medium of the essay film. Practitioners of the form take a wide 

range of approaches, from Alan Sekula’s The Forgotten Space (2010), made in collaboration 

with Noël Burch, to Lucy Raven’s China Town (2009), Paulo Taveras and Ursula Biemann's 

Forest Law/Selva Juridica (2014) or Jennifer Baichwal, Nicholas de Pencier, and Edward 

Burtynsky’s Anthropocene: The Human Epoch (2018), each of which required extensive on-site 

fieldwork to create. 

These examples of relatively contemporary social-documentary forms that engage 

ecological issues present a range of perspectives on the ecosocial impacts of industrial 

capitalism. Some, like LaToya Ruby Frazier’s work, reimagine “the tradition of social 

documentary photography by approaching a community not as a curious or concerned outsider 

but as a vulnerable insider” (Berger 2014, para. 8). Others, like Burtynksy—especially in his solo 

 
documentary photography can be better understood as ecosocial documentary, a form of artistic 
production that has played a significant role in picturing the impacts of industrialized capitalism. 
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work as a photographer—continue the role of the artist-naturalist exploring, and some would 

argue aestheticizing and exploiting, from the perspective of an outside observer (Pritchard 2020, 

para. 2-3). Still others, like Taveras and Biemann, arrive in the Eastern Amazon as outsiders to a 

degree, but take an approach that integrates social engagement, scholarly research, and film 

making in a single, deeply sourced project (Biemann 2015), creating work that has the “potential 

to resist extractivist capitalism through alternative representations of the forest” (Gómez-Barris 

2021, 101). Here the forest becomes a main character, as the directors and their protagonists 

reach to convey vision of the ecosocial that aligns well with my interest in plant-human 

solidarity as one means of resisting the ravages of climate chaos.75 

While this trajectory through social documentary photography and film brings us up to 

today, a parallel development in photographic practices more explicitly focused on landscape is 

worth exploring briefly. In 1975 the George Eastman House in Rochester, New York presented 

the exhibition New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered landscape, an exhibition that 

continues to serve as a reference point for what many see as a radical shift in the history of 

landscape photography (Cheng 2011).76 The show included ten young photographers—all white 

 
75. I should note that in the article referenced here, Macarena Gómez-Barris also writes extensively about 
the work of Mapuche director Francisco Huichaqueo, whose 2011 film Mencer: Ni Pewma provides 
another example of a practitioner working from within the community, perhaps a “vulnerable insider” like 
Frazier. As Gómez-Barris writes, drawing on Anishinaabe philosopher Kyle Powys Whyte, both these 
films underline that “indigeneity is not an afterthought, but rather a central axis and episteme for 
understanding occupation as an extractive settler condition. Indigenous peoples know how to collectively 
manage the forest, and understand the historical significance of land, river and tree defence. The ecologies 
of the forest cannot be disconnected from those of forest peoples. Indeed, one source of our current 
climate predicament is the colonial condition that reduces territories to things and indigeneity to the 
remainder” (Whyte 2017; Gómez-Barris 2020, 104). The context-specificity and attention to particular 
Indigenous forms of human-land relationality is a growing thematic in ecological art. 
76. An earlier trajectory for this shift, while not explicitly in the realm of photography as a discipline but 
utilizing it as a medium, is the role played by photography in the earth art movement of the 1960s, 
particularly in Robert Smithson’s practice, where he used photography to document interventions for his 
Site/Non-Site work, and interest in the banal and overlooked landscapes as explored in his essay 
“Monuments of the Passaic,” which we will address in the next section. 
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and male with the exception of Hilla Becher—who, while calling themselves landscape 

photographers, “abandoned—and in turn critiqued—the prevailing approach to landscape 

photography” (Lopes 2010, para. 1) that had been practiced by towering figures like Ansel 

Adams and Carleton Watkins before him. Turning away from mountain vistas, they focused 

instead on industrial settings, parking lots, suburban sprawl and other “spaces in between” that 

had been ignored in earlier landscape photography (Cheng 2011, 151).  

The motivations of the artists included in the exhibition varied, but curator William 

Jenkins contextualized them by proposing an alternative genealogy for landscape photography 

that drew on nineteenth century survey photographers like Timothy O’Sullivan and William 

Henry Jackson, who, like the artist-naturalists before them, were entangled with westward 

colonial expansion (Cheng 2011, 152). Adopting—with differing degrees of commitment—the 

purportedly “objective” stance of a surveyor, a focus on seemingly mundane landscape features 

and a conceptual and aesthetic engagement with repetition and seriality are common across the 

work included in the 1975 exhibition. 

As we explored earlier, landscape and ecology have been present in other veins of 

photography, but the particular orientation of the artists included in New Topographics continues 

to have resonance today, serving as a “distinctive influence in landscape art, photography, urban 

studies, and geography” (Cheng 2011, 152), to the extent that the show was re-staged and 

expanded as a traveling exhibition in 2010. Some argue that the work of well-known 

contemporary photographers associated with documenting ecological devastation—like David 

Maisel or Edward Burtynksy—fall into this trajectory (Truscello 2012), but the expanded 2010 

exhibition, when it reached the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, also included an 

interdisciplinary, research-based presentation by the Center for Land Use Interpretation (CLUI).  
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Founded in 1994 and directed by artist Matthew Coolidge, CLUI presents itself—as 

described on the organization website—as an independent nonprofit “educational organization 

dedicated to the increase and diffusion of information about bow the nation's lands are 

apportioned, utilized, and perceived.” CLUI brings together social engagement and fieldwork—

through public tours—with photographic and video documentation of wide-ranging examples of 

contemporary land use, with projects ranging from “Barricades of the Federal District” to 

“Pavement Paradise: American Parking Space” to “Perpetual Architecture: Uranium Disposal 

Cells of America.” These projects can be experienced through a range of modalities: public 

tours, rotating exhibitions at their storefront headquarters in Culver City, Los Angeles, through 

their online database (including downloadable images licensed under creative commons), and 

through a range of exhibition postcards, brochures, and other publications.  

Along with this output CLUI also produces photo books that have some resonance with 

the social documentary forms described earlier, but diverge sharply when it comes to affect and 

political stance. While Coolidge insists on the importance of corporeal engagement through 

direct experience—thus the tours—across all its forms, CLUI takes a deadpan, “neutral” 

approach that contrasts sharply with the impassioned, activist orientation of many social 

documentary photographers (Kanouse 2005, 84). In this guise of objectivity, CLUI’s output at 

times fails to adequately address the differential impacts of land use scenarios it explores, from 

oil extraction in the suburban sprawl of Los Angeles to the contamination burden of the Nevada 

Test Site (Cheng 2013, 159). Aspects of this deadpan, institutional affect continue to animate 

strands of ecological art, as does the combination of pedagogical, archival, and tour-based 

strategies for focusing attention on overlooked landscapes.  Aspects of CLUI’s methodology 

have been influential to my formulation of CEA for plant-human solidarity, including their 
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emphasis on corporeal experience through fieldwork. However, I believe that to build plant-

human solidarity we need to forgo the trappings of a distant, objective observer in favor of 

building an affective relationship with the land and more-than-human life, an approach we will 

explore in more depth in coming sections.   

2.3.8.3. Land-based Interventions: Placid Civic Monument (1967) to Alien 
Trees (1994) 

At least eight years before New Topographics began making waves, another movement 

that would impact the future of ecological art was afoot. On September 30, 1967, as Robert 

Smithson put it, he “went to the Port Authority Building on 41st Street and 8th Avenue…and 

purchased a one-way ticket to Passaic” (Smithson 1967). His journey from the seedy urban 

center of Manhattan to the post-industrial and suburban county of Passaic, New Jersey was 

chronicled in “A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey,” both through a series of 

photographs and an essay for Art Forum. Reframing mundane elements of the built environment 

as monuments, Smithson preceded the coalescing of New Topographics by close to a decade, but 

his interest in human interventions in the landscape was not limited to documentation and 

fieldwork. Rather, Smithson was part of a burgeoning movement of artists interested in creating 

sculptural interventions in the land through reorganizing the material of the earth itself—soil, 

stone, sand, asphalt, concrete, water, and eventually and inevitably, plant life. To understand how 

an interest in working with dirty, gritty earthy materials—the chosen medium of the now 

legendary Earth art movement of the 1960s and 1970s— became rampant in an era characterized 

by Frank Stella’s saturated synthetic palette of “paint straight from the can” and Donald Judd’s 

hard-edged minimalism with its industrial shine (ARTnews Editors 2015) it is worth turning 

briefly to the naturalcultural and geopolitical concerns of the day.  

As noted in our overview of participatory practices and SEA, the era after the Second 
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World War was one of growing prosperity and increasingly complex ecosocial concerns in the 

United States. Earth art emerged among a populace still reeling from the lingering impact of the 

Great Depression, the Dustbowl, Japanese internment, and the advent of the nuclear age with its 

unprecedented destruction of human life at the hands of technological progress. In this milieu, 

concerns about chemical pollution, radiation, and population growth were enmeshed with the 

growing prevalence of cybernetic technologies, systems theory, and emerging visions of the 

biosphere as a globally regulated, homeostatic being (McKee 2007, 543-547; Demos 2016, 

chapter 2). Into this complex stew dropped Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, first published in 

1962, which many acknowledge as a key event in the formation of modern Western 

environmentalism (Nisbet 2014, 24-29).77  

Carson’s unblinking look at the chemical-industrial complex remains sadly relevant 

today, but in the 1960s it served to begin to introduce and popularize the concept of the 

“environment” as an interconnected system, and crucially, the concept that altering one part of 

the system could lead to dramatic impacts in another area (Nesbit 2014, 24).  While this message 

was often sidelined in the rush to appreciate the direct impacts of pesticides on human and more-

than-human bodies, it resonated in complementary and sometimes contradictory ways with the 

emerging technoscientific context of the decade. As Americans sprayed an ever-growing 

lawnscape with herbicides, the space race took shape, leading to iconic photographs of 

“spaceship Earth” floating in an inhospitable universe just as early promoters of the biosphere 

concept, from Buckminster Fuller to George Hutchison, came into public view (McKee 2007, 

 
77. I want to mark that there are more global and more temporally broad accounts of the emergence of 
environmentalism. For an overview of precedents for the rise of environmentalism in the 1960s, see 
historian Ramachandra Guha’s Environmentalism: A Global History (1999, 10-59).  
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543-547; Benson 2014).78 They drew on the newly popularized disciplines of ecology and 

military-industrial adjacent field of cybernetics to advance a notion of Earth as a single system—

a complex, delicately balanced organism in danger of losing “her” homeostatic balance. In 

response, they advocated a techno-utopian vision of a tightly regulated, “human” (white male)-

managed environmental future. 

Alongside the rise of theoretical and popular notions of the biosphere and systems 

thinking, the decade also saw some of the first environmental regulations at the federal level in 

the United States. In 1963 the Partial Nuclear Test Ban treaty passed along with the first Clean 

Air Act. In the nongovernmental context these were accompanied by proto-environmental justice 

protests in response to toxic dumping in 1966–67, and increasing national publicity received by 

environmental disasters, peaking with coverage of the Cayuhoga River Fire in Cleveland, Ohio, 

and the Santa Barbara Channel oil spill in California, both in 1969 (Mair 2017). An increasing 

focus on curbing environmental degradation was consolidated in 1970 with the establishment of 

the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) on the regulatory side and major international 

turnout for the first Earth Day on the grassroots and non-governmental action side. By 1972 the 

Club of Rome released its now notorious “Limits to Growth” report, and the era of fixation on 

unsustainable population growth was launched, reflected in the popularity of biologist Paul 

Erlich’s now unfulfilled prophecies in The Population Bomb (1971). 

It is in this context that a group of artists—primarily white, male, and based in North 

America—began to leave the gallery and the studio and turn towards the land in a move that 

 
78. As McKee notes, the biosphere concept was formulated by Russian Geochemist Vladimir Verdansky 
in 1926, but only became well known in the United States through a 1968 article by zoologist George 
Hutchinson in Scientific American. Subsequently picked up in the early 1970s in books by landscape 
architect Ian McHarg and NASA physicist James Lovelock, the concept was popular among the public 
but often side-stepped by the scientific community due to its cosmological and quasi-vitalist overtones.  
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came to be known variously as Land art, earthworks, or the term I will use, Earth art.79 While 

there is much to critique here in terms of neocolonial relationships with the land predicated on 

heroic gestures perhaps best exemplified in the public imagination by Robert Smithson’s Spiral 

Jetty, through a remediative reading of the movement we can embrace important precedents for 

contemporary ecological art, from the development of site-specificity and an expanded notion of 

sculpture (Krauss 1979), to the strengthening cross-disciplinary flows between the arts and 

sciences, especially ecology (Nisbet 2014).  

While many accounts of Earth art might start with the inaugural group shows of 1968 and 

1969, art historian Suzanne Boettger (2002) begins her survey of the loosely affiliated movement 

with Claus Oldenburg’s 1967 Placid Civic Monument, also known colloquially as “The Hole.” 

Given our interests in urban, ruderal, and monocultural landscapes, this is an apt place for us to 

begin as well. The piece took shape when Oldenburg took a shovel to a lawn in Central Park in 

New York City, and excavated a hole roughly the depth and dimensions of a grave. A 

photograph documenting the moment shows Oldenburg standing chest deep in in his macabre 

“civic monument” holding his shovel aloft while curious onlookers—mostly young boys—look 

on (1). While mostly known for out-sized, brightly-colored sculptures of everyday objects, from 

hamburgers to buttons, Oldenburg’s interest in the mundane and his sense for the expanding role 

 
79. I chose to use the term Earth art to distinguish this movement from the meanings associated with land 
in the contemporary context with regard to Indigenous sovereignty and multispecies framings that 
understand land as sentient. There is also a strain of Earth art coming out of the United Kingdom at this 
time, particularly associated with the work of Richard Long, whose walking-based practice is situated 
somewhere between socially engaged and earth art forms, especially in a piece like A Line Made By 
Walking (1967), in which the artist inscribed a straight line in a “grassy field” (which to me reads very 
much like a lawn) by repeatedly walking back and forth and eventually leaving the trace of his footsteps 
(Burgon 2012). Some histories of Earth and Land art make distinctions between the two labels, but for 
our purposes here, we will use the generally accepted stance that the various terms are interchangeable. 
See for instance Chilvers and Glaves-Smith (2009), who list “Land Art (Earth art, Earthworks)” as 
synonymous in their entry for A Dictionary of Modern and Contemporary Art.  
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of public sculpture made him relevant to many of the artists who were included in the first Earth 

art surveys, from Hans Haacke to Robert Morris.  

Despite Oldenburg’s urban predilections, many more widely known Earth art 

interventions took place well outside of urban centers, playing into, resisting, or ignoring myths 

of the North American continent as an eternal frontier. Nancy Holt’s Sun Tunnels (1973-76) in 

the Great Basin Desert of Utah on Goshute and Ute lands, or Walter De Maria’s Lightning Field 

(1977), installed on the sagebrush plains of New Mexico on Diné Bikéyah/Navajo land, are 

relevant for our concerns here because they are interrelated with geophysical and atmospheric 

phenomena beyond direct human control, from the movement of the sun to the gathering of 

electrical fields in storm clouds. The foregrounding of what we might now call more-than-human 

agency in combination with the primacy of the “sensory aspect” of immersion (Nesbit 2014, 

191) provides a lens through which to view later ecological art interventions in the land. 

Despite resonances with some aspects of Earth art executed on land erroneously framed 

as “wild” or “empty” or “natural,” for our focus it makes more sense to turn to examples of 

practices associated with this broad movement that took place in urban settings, and concerned 

ruderal and/or monocultural habitats. Many of the practitioners loosely affiliated with Earth art 

also presented work in the urban context, but it was often presented in a gallery context in which 

the primary site—as in Smithson’s site/nonsite dialectic (Smithson 1968)—was understood to be 

outside of or away from the urban context.80 It took until the late 1970s for major pieces of Earth 

art that involved reconfiguring the living land to be presented in urban contexts. While examples 

abound, we will limit our consideration to a series of relevant projects that also involved 

collaboration with vegetal life. We will begin with an analysis of two pieces installed on 

 
80. Or as in the case of the work we will explore in the next section, it existed in “contained” living 
systems were displayed in the built environment. 
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Munsee-Lenape land in the heart of Manhattan: Alan Sonfist’s Time Landscape (1978-) an acre-

sized “pre-colonial forest” on Houston Avenue, and Agnes Denes’ Wheatfield: A Confrontation 

(1982), a field of wheat cultivated on landfilled soil in the shadow of Wall Street. These will be 

followed by a look at Joseph Beuys’ 7,000 Oaks (1982-86), a participatory public project for the 

re-foresting of Kassel, Germany. We will follow this with two works dealing with the heavy-

metal-accumulating properties of vegetal life: Oliver Kellhammer’s Lead Down the Garden Path 

(1988) and Mel Chin’s Revival Field (1991-), wrapping up, finally, with Mei-Ling Hom’s 

Invasive Aliens (1994), a lawn-disrupting meditation on ecosocial xenophobia. 

Of the examples we will address, Agnes Denes and Alan Sonfist are the most closely 

associated with Earth art in the North American context. While neither Sonfist or Denes realized 

major public pieces in the 1960s, both Wheatfield and Time Landscape have roots in this decade. 

Declaring himself an environmentalist intent on addressing relationships between humans and 

nature, Sonfist proposed the concept for planting a pre-colonial forest in New York City in 1965. 

At this time, he was mourning the loss—to arson and development—of a hemlock forest he had 

known growing up in the Bronx (Benson 2014). Hungarian-born, New York-based artist Agnes 

Denes first declared her commitment to “eco-logic” during an event that involved cultivating 

grain as art in 1968 (Hartz and Denes 1992, 102-108), an event that led towards the eventual 

realization of Wheatfield more than a decade later.  

While there is much to excavate about the planning, implementation, and reception of 

Time Landscape and Wheatfield, in an attempt to survive this literature review, we will stick to a 

few key points that are particularly relevant to the evolution of ecological art and my 

understanding of CEA for plant-human solidarity. Both projects required the nurturing of and 

cooperation with more-than-human vegetal life, one for the creation of a monoculture field, the 
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other for the fabrication of a nostalgic vision of what Manhattan might have been before 

European colonization. Both intervene in the pattern of Manhattan’s grid, conforming to and 

confronting its linear logic. Each fills a rectangular space, with the living land reduced to a 

minimalist canvas then filled with disruptive living content, carefully organized by human-

defined logic, but unable to exist without the logic of plant growth and ingenuity. Each also 

required the cooperation of large interdisciplinary teams and the navigation of bureaucratic and 

cultural limitations around land use and property values, framing land populated by vegetal life 

as inherently valuable and worth pursuing. Both can be read as generative, even utopian, in their 

aspirations, but they also involve painful contradictions, some acknowledged—as Denes points 

to with her subtitle: A Confrontation—others occluded but increasingly evident today. 

While Time Landscape was realized as part of Sonfist’s ambitious, before-its-time plan 

for reforesting large portions of New York City, today the twenty-five by forty-foot patch sits 

behind a wrought iron fence, and one needs to journey quite some distance—to the upper 

stretches of Northern Manhattan’s Inwood Park—to encounter a substantial tract of forested land 

that might be described as “intact.” Today—both nationally and globally—there is a flurry of 

interest in increasing urban tree cover, with a focus on attending to everything from carbon 

sequestration to “shade disparity” as explored in the article “Study finds that 500 million new 

trees are needed to address U.S. shade disparity” (Marani 2021). At the same time, at the time of 

this writing, more than one thousand full-grown trees are being sacrificed for a climate 

mitigation scheme slated for East River Park six blocks to the east of Sonfist’s enduring 

monument (Gessen 2021).  

Given this context we can read Sonfist’s impulse as prescient and all the more urgent 

today, in the same moment we acknowledge that the orchestration of a community of herbs, 
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shrubs, and trees framed as “precolonial” is also painfully incomplete from a decolonial, 

Planthropos-oriented perspective. The absence of one part of the multi-millennia Planthropos co-

evolution of the vegetal beings of Time Landscape with the Indigenous Lenape people of 

Lenapehoking render this “living monument to the forest that once blanketed Manhattan Island” 

(Sonfist n.d.). an apt starting point to think through considerations of settler-colonial nostalgia 

and Indigenous erasure in ecological art. From the decade-long negotiation with the Department 

of Transportation that made the project possible, to the ongoing collaboration with volunteer 

stewards, Time Landscape continues to provide an example of the tensions and frictions held in 

projects that intervene in the land in ways that impact human and more-than-human lives.  

The long duration and shifting context for Sonfist’s Time Landscape is countered by the 

short tenure and enduringly iconic documentation of Agnes Denes’ Wheatfield: A Confrontation, 

which occurred across a single season in 1982. The project was supported by the Public Art 

Fund’s “Urban Environmental Site Program,” whose project website describes their aim to bring 

“interest to empty or abandoned areas along the city’s waterfront.” Over the course of six months 

in the spring and summer of 1982, Denes and a team of assistants and volunteers worked to 

cultivate a one-and-a-half-acre field of wheat on the lower edge of Manhattan. The field was 

located just a block from Wall Street, and constructed on the site of the Battery Park Landfill. 

This was newly built land in transition, formed from rubble and debris excavated during earlier 

construction projects, ranging from the World Trade Center to the dredging of a nearby marina 

(Iglauer 1972). The site is now home to a manicured park and several museums, but for six 

months during its transition from landfill to development, it hosted Denes’ efforts.  

The project was a massive undertaking that involved not just planting and harvesting the 

wheat, but bringing in soil (more than eighty truckloads worth), building furrows, and putting in 
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an irrigation system to prepare the site to be suitable for germinating wheat seeds. Site 

preparation started in March, wheat was planted in June, and Denes and her team worked 

throughout the summer months weeding, applying anti-mildew treatments, and otherwise 

coddling the wheat to maturity until it was harvested in mid-August. The harvested grain then 

traveled the world as part on the exhibition “Ending World Hunger,” where smaller versions of 

the piece were staged and visitors were invited to take the grains and plant them in their home 

locales.81 

While simplified narratives of this piece describe it as a confrontation between the “man-

made” or urban and the “natural,” certainly the piece can be read in more nuanced and 

provocative ways.82 Denes’ brief, direct writing on the piece makes it clear she has much more in 

mind than a confrontation between false binaries like humans and the rest of nature. Denes is 

contemplating inequity, power, empire, and economics when she writes “Planting and harvesting 

a field of wheat on land worth $4.5 billion created a powerful paradox…It referred to 

mismanagement, waste, world hunger and ecological concerns” (Denes 1992, 118). Tied up in 

this complex package is Denes’ status as an immigrant woman over fifty working sixteen-hour 

days with a small group of volunteers to prepare, plant, maintain, and harvest wheat, a symbol of 

Western civilization and sustenance. And doing all this against the backdrop of global finance in 

the form of the World Trade Center and Wall Street. This was not a coincidence, but rather a 

 
81. In a 2016 interview Denes expressed dissatisfaction with the scale and impact of many of the 
recreations, although she was glad to spread the concept behind the original piece. Only a 2015 recreation 
in Milan in a similarly iconic scale and positioning in relationship to a major city center satisfied her, 
pointing to the twinned conceptual and aesthetic requirements of the piece (Benham, 2016, 55). 
82. This is a favorite trope in describing Wheatfield. In a 2016 conference paper landscape architect Kevin 
Benham describes the piece as “a masterpiece imbued with symbolism and confrontational power. In it, 
nature reclaims the city through a simple, yet compellingly ecological image” (Benham 2016). Similarly, 
in a 2018 New York Times Magazine piece, the author muses over how Denes created “one of the most 
significant artworks in New York City history” and describes the piece as “a meditation on the tension 
between the man-made and the natural” (Jacobs, 2018). 
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carefully planned and hard fought for collision of worlds, as Denes was apparently offered other 

sites in the outer boroughs but insisted the piece could only be realized in Lower Manhattan 

(Jacobs 2018). One must don a broad, ecosocial reading of “nature” in order to define a two-acre 

monoculture of carefully tended wheat, a plant co-evolved with humans over millennia—as 

“natural.” This is clearly not the “nature” that many reviewers are referring to in discussing 

Denes’ piece. 

A more complex and critical reading of the piece is offered by art historian and cultural 

critic T.J. Demos in his recent book Decolonizing Nature. Demos characterizes Wheatfield as an 

example of early environmental art that extends a naively “eco-restorationist” logic, falling into 

the trap of  “a conventional nature-culture opposition” alongside related works by Sonfist, Helen 

and Newton Harrison, Mel Chin, Bonnie Ora-Sherk, and Hans Haacke (2016, 42).83 Citing 

Denes’ essay on Wheatfield—where she writes that the piece pits “a leisurely wheatfield” against 

“an island of achievement crazed culture and decadence” (Denes 1992, 118)—he critiques the 

piece for inadvertently mimicking the industrialization and commodification of the food supply 

under capitalism and thus undermining what he interprets as Denes’ otherwise “anticapitalist 

stance” (Demos 2016, 42). Perhaps my reading is too generous, but to me it’s clear from Denes’ 

writing and from her prior work that she is aware of the paradox of creating a monoculture field 

in the shadow of Wall Street. While her field may appear “leisurely,” as she makes clear in her 

documentation and in her writing about the piece, both landscapes, the city and the field, are 

heavily constructed and formed with human labor: 

 
83. See Demos 2016, page 42, note 106 for an expansion on Demos’ concept of restorationist eco-
aesthetics. 
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To attempt to plant, sustain, and harvest two acres of wheat here (in Manhattan), wasting 

valuable real estate, obstructing the machinery by going against the system, was an 

effrontery that made it the powerful paradox I had sought…the soil was not rich loam, 

but dirty landfill full of rusty metals, boulders, old tires, overcoats…the absurdity of it all, 

the risks we took, and the hardships we endured were all part of the basic concept. (1992, 

118) 

While Denes could have planted a permaculture garden, or “rewilded” the land to create a 

temporary haven for multispecies interactions, as contemporary trends in ecological art might 

suggest, her choice to cultivate wheat created an effective confrontation. Echoing the strategies 

of industrial farming, it touched on issues of labor, efficiency, scale, and economy in a way I 

think can be framed as provocation rather than an oversight. While it is indeed unclear if Denes 

understood or intended to confront the logics of monoculture production—her participation in 

activism to end hunger does nothing to clarify this—I think it provides a more complex gesture 

than the label “eco-restoration” implies, which to me would suggest Denes’ main point was to 

return the land to some idealized agrarian past. Instead, I read Wheatfield as confrontational 

gesture that takes up complex questions around a feminist politics of care and labor. Where I 

might want to extend the analysis of the work comes in the dimension of multispecies 

reciprocity, analyzing how and when the co-conspiracy between humans and wheat in 

monocultural settings is destructive versus generative. This will remain a topic for another day.  

In both Denes’ and Sonfist’s work we see a developing environmental consciousness in 

step with the nascent environmental politics of the day and trends in site-specificity and so-called 

natural materials associated with Earth art. By the time the last grains of wheat were harvested 

from Denes’ Wheatfield in late summer 1982, Time Landscape would have been filling out in its 
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fourth season of growth, losing its freshly planted look, and its structure of human-prescribed 

succession. Across the Atlantic, young oak trees planted as part of Joseph Beuys’ ambitious 

7,000 Trees would have been entering their first fall of urban living. Already known for coining 

the medium of “social sculpture” and co-founding the German Green Party, Beuys’ proposed the 

re-forestation of Kassel through a massive project that launched as part of Documenta 7 

(Ackroyd and Harvey 2011, 63-64). The artist donated seven thousand oak seedlings to the city, 

with the condition that the city administration would take responsibility for planting them in 

seven thousand locations around Kassel. Each was to be paired with a basalt stone marker, 

procured from a pile of seven thousand stones that were gradually depleted from in front of the 

Museum Fridericianum. The hugely influential project would stretch over the next five years, 

with the last tree planted by Beuys’ son after his death in 1986. As described on the Documenta 

archive artwork archive page, the living sculpture is now maintained by the City of Kassel with 

support from the 7000 Oaks Foundation.  

Given Beuys’ 1962 proposal to clean up the River Elbe, and his involvement with 

Germany’s Green Party, it’s clear he had what we might frame as “environmentalist” concerns in 

his sights. Given his emphasis on social sculpture, it is likely he was also interested in the 

overlaps between human health and ecosystem health. Perhaps he wasn't simply introducing 

trees as a romantic act to reforest a city, but as an ecosocial act that put humans and trees in 

contact, living and breathing together in the city center. Regardless of Beuys’ orientation, the 

period of time bridged by the establishment of Sonfist’s Time Landscape in 1978 and the gradual 

maturation of 7,000 Trees throughout the 1980s paralleled the beginnings of some important 

shifts in environmentalism seen in the rise of the Environmental Justice Movement, which we 

will pause to explore before going on to Mel Chin’s Revival Field. 
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After many successes in the 1960s and early 1970s, with new legislation nearly every 

year at the federal level, in the late 1970s and early 1980s the Environmental movement in the 

United States saw stagnation at the governmental level. Anne Gorsuch was appointed to head the 

EPA under Reagan, dramatically curtailing the agency’s effectiveness and reach (Marcetic 

2017). Pressures from oil embargoes in the Middle East connected to the Iranian revolution and 

other regional instability were paralleled by high profile environmental disasters, like 3 Mile 

Island, Love Canal, The Bhopal tragedy, Chernobyl, and publicity garnered by the discovery of 

the ozone hole (Thompson 1985). Concurrent with these events was the rise of more radical 

environmental action groups like Greenpeace and Earth First!, whose high-profile acts of civil 

disobedience gained widespread media coverage (Gabriel 1990). Litigation oriented groups like 

the Rain Forest Alliance and the Sierra Club Legal Defense Fund also gained traction during this 

time period (Dunlap and Mertig 2014, 18). With some exceptions, these groups pursued goals 

that failed to break with the wilderness ethic, remaining focused on biocentric approaches to 

protecting nonhuman nature with the baseline assumption that all human activity is bad and must 

be routed. Attached to this atmosphere of anxiety around environmental concerns and the 

ongoing Cold War, concern around growth and sustainability abounded, reflected in the 

continued popularity of Paul and Anne Erlich’s The Population Bomb, which stoked fear of the 

growth of the human population and Earth’s carrying capacity, and resonated in problematic 

ways with hysteria around immigration.84 

Gradually out of this milieu of environmental disasters and high-profile environmental 

activism—like that centered around Love Canal and the antinuclear movement—new strands of 

environmentalism began to coalesce. These strands solidified into the Environmental Justice 

 
84. Anne Ehrlich, Paul Ehrlich’s wife, was uncredited at the time the book was published, but participated 
in its writing and was credited in later writing the couple did together. 
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Movement, a response to environmental racism, defined as the unequal distribution of 

environmental hazards in poor communities of color. Although the term environmental racism 

was first used in 1982 in the context of protests over the relocation of toxic roadside waste to a 

predominantly African American community in Warren County, North Carolina, there were 

precedents in the preceding decades (Russakoff 1982). The United Farmworkers fight over labor 

conditions including pesticide exposure in California, around the fulcrum of the 1966 Delano 

Grape Strike, and city garbage dump protests in Houston, Texas in 1967, began to make the 

connection between social, racial and economic marginalization and higher exposure to 

environmental hazards (Kim 2017; Harden 2018). After the Warren County protests, at the 

prodding of founding member of the Congressional Black Caucus Walter Faunteroy, in 1983 the 

U.S. Government Accountability Office issued a report that confirmed that hazardous waste sites 

were disproportionately located in African American communities (U. S. Government 

Accountability Office 1983). 

These issues were taken into account as the Congressional Black Caucus met with the 

EPA in 1990, a meeting that resulted in the formation of the Environmental Equity working 

group. Also in 1990, the decade old SouthWest Organizing Project (SWOP), formed by young 

activists of color in 1980, facilitated the release of a highly publicized letter calling on the “Big 

10” environmental organizations to incorporate the needs and perspectives of people of color and 

Indigenous communities into their work (Mair 2017). SWOP’s letter was followed in 1991 by 

the National People of Color Environmental Leadership Conference in Washington, D.C., a 

historic gathering that culminated in the drafting and adoption of an enduring document, 17 

Principles of Environmental Justice (Alston 2010). This progression of events in the 

environmental movement towards intersectional environmentalism is paralleled by related 
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developments in ecological art. 

In the late 1980s and 1990s, toxicity, plant life, and nascent environmental justice 

concerns come together in pieces like Oliver Kellhammer’s 1988 Lead down the Garden Path 

and Mel Chin’s 1991 Revival Field. Kellhammer’s piece, produced in a working-class 

neighborhood in Tkoronto/Toronto, Canada, preceded Chin’s by several years, indicating that 

heavy metal soil contamination was a concern—at least among informed, social justice-oriented 

artists—before Chin began his groundbreaking work with Revival Field. Kellhammer, who grew 

up the child of a factory worker in Toronto in the 1970s, saw his father sicken due to likely 

chemical exposure on the job (Kellhammer 2018). He started working with plants as 

collaborators early in his career. In 1988, for Lead Down the Garden Path he converted the front 

yard of a Toronto gallery into a field of buckwheat as a means of publicizing lead contamination 

in the neighborhood. Accompanied by a large sign that read “Eat and Get Lead” the piece was a 

response to lead advisories that had been circulated neighborhood-wide. Residents were advised 

not to consume food grown in local soils, or allow children to play in it, due to contamination 

caused by the melting down of discarded car batteries at a nearby factory. In addition to 

functioning as a kind of public service announcement, the artist cites this piece as an early 

experiment in phytoremediation, as he was aware that the buckwheat might be able to withdraw 

some lead from the soil. Since creating that piece, Kellhammer has continued working with 

plants in a permaculture and community-oriented capacity that traces the community-engaged 

development of ecosocial art. 

While Kellhammer and perhaps others were experimenting with phytoremediation for art 

and social justice in the late 1980s, it was Mel Chin’s 1991 Revival Field that raised the profile 

of the practice both in art and science spheres. Chin, born in 1951 in Houston, Texas to Chinese 
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immigrant parents, has had a multivalent career that spans large-scale sculpture, video, and 

socially engaged art. Throughout the 1980s Chin addressed a variety of social, environmental 

and political issues in his work, from species extinction to state censorship (Ostrow 2016). His 

growing interest in environmental toxins lead him to early research on the phenomenon of 

hyperaccumulation, or the ability of plants to sequester heavy metals in their tissues and the 

emerging work of plant biologist Rufus Chaney.  

For Revival Field, Chin collaborated with Chaney to create a sculpture that was also an 

ecology field experiment, through which he and Chaney could test the ability of disturbance-

oriented weedy plants like alpine pennycress (Thlaspi caerulescens) and Virginia pepperweed 

(Lepidium virginicum) to absorb heavy metals. After a lengthy and complex proposal, funding, 

and site selection process, Chin and Cheney were granted access to work on the former Pig’s Eye 

Landfill on Dakhóta land near St. Paul Minnesota. Highly contaminated with heavy metals, the 

land had been a toxic dumping ground for decades, and had recently been declared a Superfund 

Site under the United States’ decade old CERCLA legislation.85 The piece was laid out in the 

form of a sixty foot diameter circular enclosure divided into wedges cut by access paths, across 

which plant species were arrayed according to predicted toxicity absorption.86 A larger square 

 
85. The project was partially funded through a disputed NEA grant that was provisionally approved and 
then denied in the wake of other high-profile denials of funding over obscenity. Rather than “decency” 
the denial of funding to Chin’s project was based on “questionable artistic merit,” wherein NEA chairman 
John Frohnmayer went against the advisory committee’s approval and declared that Chin’s “invisible 
aesthetic” of plants sculpting the soil underground over time was not actually art (Boswell 2017, para. 5) 
An uproar ensued, which brought publicity to the project and to Chaney’s research on hyperaccumulation, 
which was largely unknown at the time. The denial was eventually reversed, and the project proceeded. 
86. Reviewing the piece in 2017, curator Peter Boswell writes, “the motif of a circle in a square divided 
into quadrants is a recurrent symbol of cosmic wholeness or centeredness in a number of cultures,” and 
was meant to signify the return of the site to “its original, natural state” (note 2). Whether or not this is 
how Chin conceived of the design conceptually—the premise that the removal of the heavy metal would 
return the land to some elusive “natural” reference state—Chin’s writing does link the inspiration for the 
design to the Mayan Numeral system, with its 96 periods referenced in markers of lead, copper and zinc 
to mark 96 sections of the circle.  
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enclosure surrounding the interior plantings was left untreated to serve as a control. In his writing 

about the project on his artist website, Chin evidences a proto-multispecies approach, as he 

works to frame what he describes as an “invisible aesthetic” revealed at the pace of plant growth 

and shifting soil fertility: 

Conceptually, this work is envisioned as a sculpture involving the reduction process, a 

traditional method when carving wood or stone. Here the material being approached is 

unseen and the tools will be biochemistry and agriculture. The work, in its most complete 

incarnation (after the fences are removed and the toxic-laden weeds harvested) will offer 

minimal visual and formal effects. For a time, an intended invisible aesthetic will exist 

that can be measured scientifically by the quality of a revitalized earth. Eventually that 

aesthetic will be revealed in the return of growth to the soil.  

In this description we see Chin hovering between framing his plant collaborators as 

inanimate sculptural tools and as living beings with sculptural agency of their own, a tension that 

often animates work with vegetal life. While the hyperaccumulation process was slower than 

hoped and did not result in the kind of clear aesthetic of regrowth Chin hypothesized, the duo did 

co-publish some of the first data on vegetal accumulation of heavy metals (Pawlowska et al 

2000), and provided a generative example of an art-science collaboration that brought together 

ecosocial justice, weedy vegetal agency, and dominant Western ecological science. Chin has 

continued his engagement with this theme, not through further work with plants or 

hyperaccumulation, but through socially engaged environmental justice-oriented work with 

human communities negatively impacted by lead contamination, as in his Fundred Dollar Bill 

and Operation Pay Dirt projects. 

As noted in section 2.3.3, the 1990s were marked by the resurgence of participatory and 
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socially engaged forms after the culture wars of the 1980s. Additionally, this decade was an 

important time for the internationalization of the environmental movement (McKee 2007). The 

high-profile environmental disasters of the 1980s and the rising profile of environmental 

activism in the Global South and in poor communities in the United States paved the way for the 

first widely publicized and widely attended U.N. Climate Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro in June 

1992 (McKee 2007, 525-555). For the first time activist groups and artists held their own counter 

summit nearby and challenged the official summit to take environmental and climate justice into 

account. With high profile demonstrations by Greenpeace and speakers like activist and 

ecofeminist Vandana Shiva, the summit sent the message that global accountability couldn’t be 

premised on “sustainable development” at the cost of the poor and so-called Global South. 

As the echoes of Rio reverberated into the decade to come, artists continued to expand 

their interactions with human-impacted landscapes, from post-industrial urban centers to 

carefully maintained lawns. Presaging a growing trend towards DIY agriculture and health that 

would later be documented in the extensive 2012 exhibition Green Acres, in 1993 the Chicago 

artist collective Haha created a hydroponic farm to supply AIDS patients with safe, sterile 

produce, and Susan Liebovitz Steinman organized mini-orchards of “antique” apple varieties 

under a freeway overpass in San Francisco (Spaid and Platow 2012). By 1994, artist Mei-ling 

Hom was responding to toxicity of a different sort, through the creation of an unusual forest on 

the campus of Rosemont College in Pennsylvania. Invasive Aliens, Hom’s intervention 

consisting of 285 non-native saplings, addressed the deleterious effects of nativist rhetoric and 

anti-immigrant policies in a rapidly globalizing world. 

Like Chin, Hom is also the child of Chinese immigrant parents, but grew up in New 

Haven, Connecticut, where her family ran a Chinese grocery store. She began exploring Asian 
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American cultural identity through her work in the early 1990s, and works both in traditional 

sculptural formats and with living systems, often through food cultivation as an artistic practice. 

Hom’s Invasive Aliens is the earliest work I’ve encountered that addresses the cult of green 

nativism—a righteous insistence on native plants as ecologically superior—as intertwined with 

cultural xenophobia in the United States.87 The 285 saplings Hom planted to disrupt the 

monoculture of the Rosemount lawn were “alien” (aka introduced, non-native) tree species, 

arranged in a long, winding strip where the lawn was removed and the young trees planted in 

bare, mulched earth.88 Each was tagged with what looks like an ordinary yellow nursery tree tag 

from a distance, but upon closer inspection, reads “INVASIVE ALIEN” along with the species 

name of the plant in question. According to the limited background information available on the 

project, each tree was also labeled with the name of an imprisoned undocumented immigrant, 

and Hom arranged for each of the 285 trees to be adopted by local families and neighbors when 

the project ended (Spaid and Platow 2012, 156; Yasuda and Hom, 1996).89 

Thus from Earth art-oriented experiments in the 1960s and 1970s we can chart continued 

interest in engaging the land directly across the remainder of the twentieth century and up to 

today, from enduring projects like socially engaged artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ involvement, 

starting in the late 1990s, with the massive task of re-shaping a former landfill into Fresh Kills 

Park on Staten Island, to more ephemeral installations, like Maya Lin’s Ghost Forest, a grove of 

dead cedar trees that currently lingers ominously over a lawn in Madison Square park in 

 
87. For analyses of binary-based native/non-native thinking see Gould 1998 and Gopal 2015. 
88. As we will explore in section 2.5.4, biological, botanical, and horticultural discourse has been 
analyzed for its use of value laden language in relation to plant migration and naturalization, for instance 
in Subramaniam 2001. 
89. Knowing the dynamics of socially engaged art and participation, distributing 285 saplings to new 
homes seems like an impossibly complex and challenging task, but a compelling one.  
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Manhattan. 

2.3.8.4. Exhibiting Life and Death: Grass Grows (1969) to Skotopoesis 
(2015) 

Across the 1960s and 1970s, in parallel with the site-specific land-based interventions 

Earth art is well known for, artists began to experiment with bringing living systems into the 

gallery or reconstructing them in spaces not considered “natural.” This legacy is ongoing, as 

artists continue to explore the affordances, limitations, and generative complexities of inviting 

more-than-human life into the built environment. As a means of exploring this wide and 

multifaceted tendency in a way that is relevant to the concerns of CEA for plant-human 

solidarity while also revealing some of the broader trends in ecological art, we will explore a 

series of works across the last seventy years that include engagement with vegetal life. We will 

begin with a look at the blossoming of this practice in the 1960s as found in early work by Hans 

Haacke and Helen and Newton Harrison. Here we see artists testing simplified theories of 

ecological feedback and discovering the pitfalls and potential of more-than-human agency, 

gradually honing a more critical perspective on the complexities of local and global ecologies. 

Moving forward to the current millennium we will see how the legacy of these early experiments 

continues in contemporary work that explores the nuances of control, care, and collaboration 

between human and more-than-human life in the work of Slovenian bio-artist Špela Petrič. 

We will begin with a look at experiments by German-born conceptual artist Hans Haacke 

around the conditions and aesthetics of vegetal growth. While Haacke’s broad-ranging career 

integrates everything from institutional critique to large-scale public sculpture, in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s he experimented with environmental systems in works ranging from 

Condensation Cube to Rhine Wastewater Purification Plant. Two early pieces in this vein 

involved vegetal life. In both Grass Grows (1969) and Bowery Seeds (1971), Haacke challenges 
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the conventional, modernist assumption of the work of art as a static, timeless object by handing 

over some agency to vegetal life, in this case seeds. For Grass Grows, exhibited in the 1969 

Earth Art exhibition at Cornell University, Haacke created a conical mound of earth that was 

then seeded with grass seeds, which sprouted and grew across the course of the exhibition. 

Removed from the mundane setting of the ubiquitous lawn, the grass plants functioned 

somewhat like a readymade—an ordinary “object” made strange by their repositioning in the 

rarified space of the white cube—while also asserting their agency as lively beings, growing in 

response to the shape of the terrain Haacke offered and limitations of access to nutrition, as they 

reached for sunlight entering the space through large windows.  

A few years later, Haacke varied this approach in Bowery Seeds. He installed a pile of 

soil on the roof of a loft in Soho and documented the process of the plants emerging from it, 

most likely from wind-born seeds or those deposited by birds or other nonhuman city 

inhabitants. The documentation reproductions I have seen are not high quality, but the plants 

depicted appear to be common urban weeds like lambsquarters and perhaps crabgrass and lady’s 

thumb.90 In both Grass Grows and Bowery Seeds, we see Haacke asking about questions about 

human control of ecological systems while also addressing the broader theoretical and aesthetic 

interests that were prevalent at the time, from systems thinking to conceptual process art.91 While 

 
90. Notably most of the plants in the most widely circulated image of the piece are dead or dying, likely 
due to the inability of a pile of soil on a roof—a hot black rubber roof at that—to hold water. The only 
plants that remain verdantly alive look like lambsquarters (Chenopodium album), which makes sense 
because lambsquarters is known for being particularly drought resistant and having the ability to tolerate 
high pollution environments by exuding salts through specially formed structures on their leaves, which 
give them a dusty white appearance. Naturalized in New York City from a native ranger throughout 
Eurasia, they are often the only plant who remains green and vibrant late into the fall and through periods 
of heat and drought in urban settings.  
91. For a more in-depth look at the cross-pollination between systems thinking, cybernetics, 
environmentalism and the arts across the 1960s and 1970s, see James Nesbit’s Ecologies, Environments, 
and Energy Systems in Art of the 1960s and 1970s (2014) and Yates McKee’s “Art and the Ends of 
Environmentalism: From Biosphere to the Right to Survival” (2007).  
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Haacke is most well-known for conceptual art and institutional critique—like his MoMA poll 

(1970) and Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, as of 

May 1, 1971—around the turn of the millennium he returned to plants and relatively enclosed 

systems for an installation commissioned by the German Parliament for the courtyard at the 

Reichstag. Here Haacke had the words DER BEVÖLKERUNG (to the population) fabricated in 

outsized, artificially lit letters that were placed on an empty planter in the courtyard.92 Parliament 

members were invited to bring one hundred kilograms each of soil from their home provinces, to 

be deposited around the planter, then allowed to sprout and grow “untended” and “undisturbed” 

(“Der Bevölkerung (To the Population)” n.d.). The project continues to progress as subsequent 

parliamentary members contribute soil, with the total contributions listed at 390. Its progress 

over time can be viewed by webcam. 

In another vein, Helen and Newtown Harrison’s early experiments with enclosed 

systems, from the The Survival Pieces (1970-72) to The Endangered Meadows of Europe (1994), 

evidence them struggling to square their growing commitment to an environmental politics that 

integrates human more than human needs with the limitations of gallery-based work. Often 

known simply as The Harrisons, Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton Harrison began working 

together in the early 1970s, and are known as catalysts of many ongoing trends in ecological art 

(Nisbet 2017, 308). Early in their careers, they made a public commitment to turn down work 

that did not in some way benefit the environment, vowing to refuse commissions and invitations 

they did not feel met this standard. They developed a process of visiting a location when invited, 

then deciding, only after initial research, if they were compelled to propose a project. Their 

 
92. In the German context this term has particular political and historical resonance, and like other of 
Haacke’s works before, provoked vigorous debate around its meaning and implications, leading to a 
formal parliamentary debate before the project was approved (“Der Bevölkerung (To the Population)” 
n.d.).  
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proposals were then made with the conviction that were the proposal strong enough, it would be 

implemented. Such projects ranged from a new river plan for the Arroyo Seco in Los Angeles to 

a re-greening proposition for the Tibetan Plateau to their ongoing assisted migration project to 

help endangered pines adapt to climate change in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. These ambitious, 

large-scale proposals, made with teams of interdisciplinary experts and local stakeholders, grew 

out of the duos’ early experiments with the affordances and limitations of working with enclosed 

ecological systems in galleries and museums. 

Indicative of this learning curve is Survival Piece IV: La Jolla Promenade, one of the 

Harrison’s earliest pieces to experiment with ecological systems. Installed at the La Jolla 

Museum (now the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego) in 1971, for this project the 

Harrisons proposed a solution to a naturalcultural problem: introduced snails from France, 

originally imported as a delicacy for a French diplomat who missed escargot, had escaped 

captivity and were thriving in the local environment, devouring gardens (Harrison and Harrison 

2016, 35-38). Ducks eat snails, so the Harrisons created a duck garden on the museum grounds, 

surrounded by verdant greenery in pots and planters that provided a living fence to keep the 

ducks corralled. Local scout troops collected snails and brought them to the garden to feed the 

ducks. But the ducks were voracious and devoured the snails faster than they could be 

replenished by human labor. Soon the ducks turned to the living fence, and devoured that too, 

leaving a bedraggled, muddy eyesore in the midst of the museum courtyard, rather than a pristine 

and bucolic living fence. 

While viewed as a failure when measured by the sensibilities of the museum director, 

whose “aesthetic sense was offended” to such a degree that he demanded the purchasing of a 

new, pristine garden midway through the exhibition, the friction of the failed experiment can be 
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viewed through another lens (Harrison and Harrison 2016, 37). Taking the Harrisons’ holistic 

approach into account, much was gained. Snails did get eaten, and visitors and the artists were 

exposed to the fallacy of considering ecosystems in only one-to-one relationships, with their 

parts as utilitarian tools to be employed by humans for particular tasks. As art historian and 

theorist Demos notes in Decolonizing Nature, work that reveals the abjection and failure of 

ecological “balance” is too often under-emphasized in celebrated instances of eco-art (2016, 39). 

While he might not choose the Harrisons’ project as a counter-example, I find their willingness 

to share their process and mistakes in this regard refreshing and helpful. When failures are 

masked, humanity is presented as savior and protector of delicate nature in a way that lacks 

complexity and reinscribes dualistic thinking that places humans outside of nature. 

As theorist Jill Dawsey describes in her analysis of conceptual art of this time period 

through its documentation, “such works can exhibit systematic breakdown or failure” that 

reveals the “infrastructure of the gallery and its role in larger human and animal ecologies that 

are also political ecologies” (Dawsey 2016, 145).  Dawsey frames Survival Piece IV by 

emphasizing the shift Newton Harrison’s work went through from the late 1960s to the early 

1970s. Over this time period he began collaborating with Helen, and shifted from working with 

NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory on highly technical, expensive sculptures to literally making 

earth with his own hands via composting. While the Harrisons’ work grew in complexity and 

scale, after Survival Piece IV, the simplified food web that led to a ruined garden remains an 

important touchstone. They don’t disavow this early work, but rather speak of it as an important 

element in their developing approach (Harrison and Harrison 2016, 38). As Rebecca Solnit 

(2003) observes, musing on the relationship between the model—in the form of contained 

ecosystems—and the later large-scale proposals “the microcosm becomes the mentor to 
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macrocosm” (158) but the transition is never a smooth or simple one, no matter how much the 

closed system may have taught. 

The tension between curatorial and institutional will and artistic vision that played out in 

the execution of Survival Piece IV was magnified in the Harrisons’ project at Art Park, a 

sculpture park sited on postindustrial land in Lewiston, New York. The artists were invited to 

consider a project for Art Park in 1977, and proposed Spoils’ Pile Reclamation to remediate the 

spoils pile, a former quarry that had been infilled with debris left over from the construction of 

the Niagara Power Plant. Using their concept of the “playing field,” they looked at the 

contaminated site as a whole, and asked what they might do to remediate it (Harrison and 

Harrison 2016, 78). During a site visit, their son Josh discovered that huge quantities of soil were 

being removed from nearby towns that had been ordered by the EPA to redo their sewer systems. 

He worked to arrange to have the soil brought to Art Park, rather than to local landfills. 

Measured on the Harrisons’ motivations, this was an amazing solution. They would cap the toxic 

spoils pile at the Art Park site, and keep fresh soil from being sent to local landfills. They would 

save money, remediate, and make art. 

This arrangement was apparently not communicated thoroughly to Art Park staff, who 

expected only a hectare of soil to be delivered. When the trucks kept coming, and eight hectares 

of the sixteen-hectare site had been covered, they ordered a stop to the process. According to the 

Harrisons’ account, staff was concerned that the project was taking over the whole site, leaving 

no space for other artists to work in the coming season (Harrison and Harrison 2016, 80). To the 

Harrisons, their artwork was a foundation: a clean slate on which other art would happen. In the 

end the Art Park Board of directors, after much negotiation, refused the Harrisons’ appeals to 

continue with the soil deposition. Only half the site was covered with reclaimed dirt from the 
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sewer projects, which was then reseeded with wild seeds gathered from local meadows by local 

youth groups. The following year’s documentation shows a burgeoning meadow where there had 

been slag, gravel, and industrial remains. Reflecting on the piece in 2010, the Harrisons’ describe 

how they “had the intent of not signing the work,” leaving the piece unmarked by an author, as a 

gesture for other artists to build upon (2010 interview included in Harrison and Harrison 2016, 

80). As of that time, they still viewed the piece as unfinished, because only half the site was 

covered.  

The contention here is an interesting one. Certainly, it is about property, and who can 

move earth where, and the bounds of an artwork, and misunderstandings of scope. But I also 

wonder if it’s not in some way about the nature of the place itself, and the character of the site 

artists and visitors coming to experience Art Park expected. In leaving the site raw, rather than 

turning it into a “green cube” sculpture park, the Art Park staff sought to reveal and live with the 

history of a toxic site (Reynolds 2010, 109). In proposing such a radical transformation, the 

Harrisons’ project covered up that tension with a remediative gesture. For me this gets at one of 

the important contentions with remediation and restoration: what role does history and nostalgia 

play in place, and how should we move forward into an unknown future that is, to greater and 

greater degrees, shaped by the interplay between humans and all other forms of life? Is cleaner 

always better, and what are the costs? 

The Harrisons’ commitment to embracing contention and friction is relevant to much 

ongoing work with plant-human solidarity, whether within or outside the gallery. Their later 

large-scale proposals and projects evince an earnestness that Demos characterizes as eco-

restorationist, but they call not for a return to some romanticized before, but rather a potentially 

provocative move towards a managed future. Proposals like Tibet is the High Ground: An 
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Ecologically Based Proposal for the Tibetan Plateau (or Qingzang Plateau)—a plan to help the 

vegetate the land to hold more water as glaciers are lost—ask for a fundamental change in the 

landscape to be designed, implemented, and hurried along by humans (Selz 2012, 9). Here I see 

resonance with the systems science-oriented holism associated with Stewart Brand and 

Buckminster Fuller, even as the Harrison’s take a more hands-on, less technophilic approach, 

managing the globe more like a “garden” than a spaceship (Harrison and Harrison 1999).  

Slow change over centuries and millennia would have rebuilt soil at the Art Park site, 

eventually leading to rich meadows or even forest on this former industrial site. The Harrisons' 

project used human ingenuity and massive earth moving power to fast forward through that 

process, creating change in a season rather than millennia, but also covering over the 

naturalcultural context that made Art Park what it was. The tension arising from this attitude 

towards the entanglement of human and nonhuman nature is addressed in Emma Marris’ 2012 

book Rambunctious Garden, which catalyzed heated debate about the limits and possibilities of 

restoration and management of more-than-human nature in a rapidly changing climate. While not 

addressed explicitly in Spoils’ Pile Reclamation, which was executed well before conversations 

like the one prompted by Marris’ book were taking place, the roots of such controversies are 

there in that piece, and make it clear how prescient the work was, and how relevant it continues 

to be. 

Related tensions between control and collaboration, hubris and humility animate 

environmental concerns and ecological art across the decades from the 1960s to today. From 

Alan Sonfist’s failed but generative 1972 experiment with army ants at The Automation House, 

which lead to the death of the ants and a pointed—if unintended—critique of the dangers of 

Anthropocentric cybernetic systems (Benson 2014, 17), to Mark Dion’s 2006 Neukom Vivarium 
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for which Dion enclosed a dead but very lively rotting hemlock log in a glass case, creating a 

“fantastic” “monstrous” and “melancholy” memento mori (Dion and Art21 n.d., para. 23-24), 

enclosed systems teach us about the limits of dividing and separating infinitely complex systems. 

These questions continue to articulate across contemporary practices, from Julia Reodica and 

Adam Zaretsky’s Workhorse Zoo (2002), a provocative exploration of the messy lived realities 

of the “workhorses” of molecular biology, to David Brooks’ Preserved Forest (2010), where 

tropical trees languish under a deluge of concrete in a meditation on the relationship between 

tropical deforestation and development, to Precious Okoyomon’s Earthseed (2020), a kudzu-

draped gallery turned ecosystem that emerged due to prolonged growth occurring during a six 

month COVID 19 pause (Quack 2020).  

In 2015, more than forty-five years after the early experiments of Haacke and the 

Harrisons, Špela Petrič offered a personal, visceral approach to this negotiation of plant-human 

relationships in enclosed ecosystems. Trained as an artist and research scientist, Slovenian-born 

Petrič has worked extensively with plants, from projects shifting plant growth through the 

hormones in her own urine to designing and fabricating plant sex toys as part of the collaborative 

project Plant Sex Consultancy. As described on the project website, she tested her own 

endurance and empathetic capacity for vegetal life with the piece Skotopoiesis (meaning shaped 

by darkness), an experiment into “plant-human intercognition” (Petrič n.d.). Facing a large, flat 

bed of sprouting cress spread across a gallery floor, Petrič stood for twelve hours a day between 

the growing plants and a diagonally angled light source they needed to survive.  Intercepting the 

light with her body, she threw her shadow across the plants, reducing their access to nutrition and 

causing their leaves to bleach and lengthen. At the same time, by standing without water or food 

for hours she exposed the needs of her own very human body, which, when “vegetalized” in this 
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manner, began to shrink due to dehydration and the pressure exerted by gravity.  

While Skotopoiesis has clear resonances with the earlier work reviewed here, the 

influence of multispecies studies, critical plant studies, bio-art, and evolving understanding of the 

intelligence of plant life in Western plant biology are interwoven into a piece that reflects a more 

ambivalent and circumspect attitude towards plant-human entanglement and the strengths and 

weaknesses of Planthropos-oriented bonds. As we will explore next, this kind of performative 

work is key to another vein of ecological art that puts the human body in intimate relationship 

with more-than-human life and land in site-specific ways connected to the evolution of Earth art 

both inside and outside of the gallery context.  

2.3.8.5. Performing With and For the Land: The Silueta Series (1971-77) 
to The Green Wedding (2008—)  

Feminist and queer performance art has a long legacy of pushing and expanding the 

affordances of ecological art (Seymour 2018, chap. 1, chap. 3). We will explore ecofeminism 

and queer ecologies in more detail in section 2.5.3, but here I want to offer a few examples of 

generative ecological art practices that take an embodied, land-based approach to performance 

art while also critiquing, negating, or expanding normative assumptions about the entanglement 

of gender, sexuality, and more-than-human life and land.  

While we tend to think of performative work as happening for a human audience in real 

time, Cuban-born artist Ana Mendieta’s earthworks, including her well known Silueta series, 

often took the form of “private rituals and ceremonies” (Orenstein 1994, 184) performed for 

herself and the land, and experienced by a broader audience via documentation. Deeply informed 

by her experience as a Cuban exile living in the United States since childhood, Mendieta’s 

oeuvre provides a striking example of a woman of color working with land in the overlapping 

spheres of the white, male-dominated Earth art movement and the burgeoning feminist art 
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movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Drawing on her own cultural heritage, including Afro-Cuban 

ritual and the pantheistic Santeria religion, from 1973-1978 Mendieta variously carved, 

embedded and traced the imprint of her body on the land using a variety of materials, from 

wildflowers to moss to gunpowder to sea water (Trotman, n.d., para. 2). In the resulting 

documentation, at times we see Mendieta’s body cloaked with the sculptural materials she chose, 

obscured and entangled in a mass of small white flowers, for instance, while in other examples 

we are left with the absence of her body’s impression, as flames engulf and char the land.  

Employing an ecofeminist perspective, gender studies and comparative literature scholar 

Feman Orenstein writes that Mendieta “transformed the pain of her separation from her 

homeland into a metaphor about the pain of all women’s exile from the Great Mother Earth” 

(1994, 184). While there is complex terrain to be navigated here around reinscribing versus 

resisting or rewriting the lumping together of femininity, women, and the land under hegemonic, 

colonial and heteropatriarchal practices of domination, reading Mendieta’s work from here, I 

find ample evidence of a nuanced understanding of the agency of subjugated land and the 

subjugated female body mingling and strengthening one another.  

Across the 1980s and 1990s performative work in the ecological art vein continued to 

develop in step with aspects of community-based art and new genre public art. By the 1980s 

Anishinaabe artist Rebecca Belmore was making performance work critical of corporations and 

cultural institutions who were complicit in the exploitation of first nations lands. For Artifact 

#671B, performed outdoors at the Calgary Winter Olympics in 1988, Belmore sat in the snow 

surrounded by an installation that presented her as an object in a museum, complete with a 

placard reading “artifact #671B.” She draped herself in a flag bearing the Shell corporate logo, 

highlighting the hypocrisy of a corporate sponsor who sought drilling rights on first nations land 
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while also supporting an Olympic-themed exhibition that included the work of first nations 

artists (Rickard 2005, para. 1).  

In the same decade Colombian-born artist María Evelia Marmolejo was performing 

feminist works combing her concerns around ecological devastation and oil extraction, like 

Anonymous 3, a private performance on the banks of the polluted Cauca River. After wrapping 

herself in strips of white cloth and surgical tape, the artist performed a vaginal cleanse over and 

around a white ceramic toilet bowl, intending the fluids released as a ritualistic “act of 

forgiveness for the pollution and destruction of the flora and fauna” (Marmolejo quoted in 

Fajardo-Hill 2012, para. 16). In 1985, while pregnant with her first child, Marmolejo self-exiled 

to Madrid, where she performed América at the Plaza Colón, which she framed as an act of 

mourning for the five-hundred-year anniversary of Spanish colonization of the Americas and the 

genocide of millions of native people. In one of her last performances for decades—the artist 

became active again in 2013—in late 1985 she proposed the birth of her child as a performance 

for a small group of intimates. Prevalent in Marmolejo’s work, themes of gender, reproduction, 

ecological devastation, and political activism continue to intertwine in ecologically-oriented 

performance art to this day, as artists navigate overlapping terrain between essentializing 

femininity and nature and resisting the oppression of human and more-than-human life at the 

hands of exclusionary human supremacy.93  

 
93. As British/Venezuelan curator and art historian Cecilia Fajardo-Hill (2012) notes, the overlap of 
deleterious and productive explorations of femininity creates complex terrain. She argues that 
Marmolejo’s work should not be understood as essentialist—i.e., conforming to the idea of femininity and 
nature as biologically defined and “pure” of cultural impact. While Fajardo-Hill doesn’t use the term 
natureculture, this seems to be what she is implying in this passage: “As we have observed throughout the 
performances described, Marmolejo is a radical and political artist; we may call her ‘feminist’, involved in 
compelling issues relating to her role as a woman, political crisis, oppression, colonialism and ecology. It 
is not possible to dissect the gender issues from broader political concerns involving society as a whole or 
to establish some 'essentialist’ feminine and isolate it from, for example, the ideological oppression of 
religion [Catholicism] that she so strongly opposes. Even the ritualistic aspects of the artist’s work have a 
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By the first decade of the new millennium, activist performance artists Annie Sprinkle 

and Beth Stephens had begun their exploration of ecosexuality by combining performance and 

activism. While now perhaps best known for the documentary Goodbye Gauley Mountain 

(2013), Sprinkle and Stephens have a long legacy in queer and feminist performance art. In 2004, 

citing the influence of veteran feminist performance artist Linda Mary Montano—particularly 

her durational work with spiritual energy states—the duo began a series of performative, 

celebratory weddings that addressed the intensifying swirl of political and social energy around 

the struggle for same sex marriage. Initially held yearly and loosely based around the colors and 

themes of the seven primary chakras of the human body associated with yoga and the queer pride 

flag, the fourth wedding in their cycle was the Green Wedding.  

Carried out in 2008, the Green Wedding was dedicated to the environment, and the 

couple married the Earth (van den Hengel 2020, 41). This generative turn launched the couple 

into their exploration of ecosexuality, and marked the beginning of a series of weddings to 

various more-than-human landforms, including the now well-known Gauley Mountain wedding, 

in which the artists married a mountain in the Appalachians slated for mountain-top removal. As 

Stephens describes it, this appropriation of the “most iconic of love rituals” offers the artists “a 

platform to challenge restrictions regarding who is human enough to own the right to legally 

marry or engage in other forms of public love” (Stephens 2010, 13, quoted in van den Hengel 

2020, 41). In the context of marrying the Earth, this challenge led the duo to develop, theorize, 

and practice the concept of ecosex and ecosexuality. Shared through playful and provocative 

publications, prints, live performances, and videos, the movement has expanded, opening up new 

 
political underpinning, whether as an anti-colonialist act, liberating from repression, or a healing vehicle, 
it cannot be reduced to a form of essentialism” (para. 19). In a contemporary context, the allied work of 
dismantling oppressive systems that discriminate based on sexual or gender identity is part of an 
intersectional approach the animates critical ecofeminism and queer ecologies. 
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territory for conceiving of the relationship with the rest of nature not only as social, but also as 

erotic.  

There are multivalent and varied interpretations to be accessed through the term 

ecosexual, which Sprinkle and Stephens admit were originally used in a rather tongue and cheek 

way but became increasingly serious as they discovered the affordances and urgency of the idea 

(Sprinkle and Stephens 2021, 42). In the simplest iteration, to be ecosexual means “to take the 

Earth as your lover,” as the artists articulate in their elaborate definition for the term first drafted 

for their Journal of Ecosex Research (2011). I will include the whole definition here, as it is 

related in their 2021 article, as it provides a useful example for the myriad theoretical and 

practical implications of embracing an ecosexual orientation in contemporary Euro-Western 

dominated society: 

ecosexual \ ˈɛːkəʊ ˈsɛkʃ(əw)əl: eco from ancient Greek oikos; sexual a borrowing from 

Latin, sexuales. 1. A person who finds nature[2] romantic, sensual, erotic, or sexy, which 

can include humans or not. 2. A new sexual identity (self-identified). 3. A person who 

takes the Earth as their lover. 4. A term used in dating advertisements. 5. An 

environmental activist strategy. 6. A grassroots movement. 7. A person who has a more 

expanded concept of what sex and orgasm are beyond mainstream definitions. 8. A 

person who imagines sex as an ecology that extends beyond the physical body. 9. Other 

definitions as yet to be determined. (43) 

This definition contains the concept that such an orientation can be simultaneously an 

“environmental activist strategy” and a means of breaking down problematic binaries between 

self and other, body and ecology, as expressed in definition 8. These are themes that animate 

much recent ecological art. They are intertwined with Natasha Myer’s invitation to conspire 
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towards Planthroposcenes, and they animate aspects of Peruvian-born artist Lucia’s Monge’s 

Plantón Movil, an ongoing series of performative walks where people and plants move through 

city streets together, and even resonate with American interdisciplinary ecological artist Jenny 

Kendler’s recent Gardens for a Changing Climate for which planters are dragged around 

Chicago by people-power to reference the combined effort of humans and plants in adapting to 

shifting climates. As in Sprinkle and Stephens’ work, in these projects we see the playful and the 

profound meeting in ways that are apt for contending with compromised times. We will return to 

these themes when we address the evolution of queer ecology in the context of its contributions 

to critical plant studies, and when we examine the work of ecosexual fellow traveler Zheng Bo in 

the closing section of this chapter. Performative approaches and questions of love and care will 

follow us into the next section, as we contemplate how practices that address shifting 

technoscientific attempts to optimize life and the living land have been employed and 

interrogated by artists working in the overlapping fields of bio-art and ecological art over the last 

twenty years. 

2.3.8.6. Tactical Biopolitics: Care and Control From Molecular Invasion 
(2003) to Phytoteratology (2016) 

Developed in tandem with the intensifying naturalcultural and geopolitical stakes of the 

climate crisis and growing global inequities seen since the turn of the millennium, the works 

examined in this section evidence an incisive examination of care and co-evolution, 

contamination and control. Alongside the dynamics mentioned in section 2.3.4, from the 

intensification of global dependence on networked technologies to increasing waves of economic 

and climate driven refugee crises, the past two decades have been characterized by a growing 

sense of precarity. Intermixed in these dynamics are technoscientific evolutions furthering the 

ability of (some) humans to engineer life—both on micro and macro scales—from CRISPR gene 
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editing to global geoengineering schemes. While often the most alluring of these schemes focus 

on shiny tech or human gene editing, some of the most ubiquitous (and at times sinister) involve 

vegetal life, from the plan to dump iron filings into the ocean to create a bloom of phytoplankton 

(Harvey 2019) to genetically engineering herbicide resistance into crop plants with the 

unanticipated side effect of “super weed” evolution (Gurian-Sherman and Mellon 2013). 

In the vein of ecological art, around the turn of the millennium we see forms of practice 

arise that take a more performative, provocative, and pedagogical approach that distinguish them 

somewhat from the community-based practices of the 1980s and 1990s described variously as 

“eco-restoration” (Demos 2016, chap. 1) or “ecovention,” as elaborated in the 2002 exhibition of 

the same name held at the Contemporary Art Center in Cincinnati in 2002 (Spaid and Lipton 

2002). Taking up the term offered by Kavita Philip and Beatrice Da Costa in their 2008 edited 

volume of the same name, I will characterize this extension of human-plant interaction under the 

auspices of Tactical Biopolitics. Often associated more explicitly with bio-art, the practices and 

projects I will explore here are also deeply engaged with ecosocial and naturalcultural relations 

between human and more-than-human life, and thus have impacted the trajectory of ecological 

art.94  

To follow our interest in artists working with vegetal life directly, we can turn to Critical 

Art Ensemble’s interrogation of genetically modified plant seeds, and Natalie Jeremijenko’s 

exploration of the plasticity of cloned trees, and more recently, Špela Petrič’s attempts to “to 

conceive and mother a trans-plant” for her piece Phytoteratology (2016). As we move through 

 
94. While not addressed in Bishop’s Artificial Hells, these are works I imagine Bishop would characterize 
as on the more provocative and agonistic end of her participatory art continuum, although for me the vein 
of multispecies-oriented solidarity running through them—seen in Kathy High’s Embracing Animal 
(MASS MoCA 2005) or Beatriz da Costa’s 2007 PigeonBlog (Born and Barry 2010, 113-115)—troubles 
that conclusion. These works are both provocative and deeply earnest, a friction-inducing characteristic 
that, as I have noted repeatedly, is common in much CEA for plant-human solidarity as well. 
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these explorations, I invite us to keep always in mind Puig de la Bellacasa’s encouragement to 

reconsider care, and Myers’ questions around what constitutes a move towards—whether 

forward, backwards, or sideways—convening Planthroposcenes. For me the biopolitical 

concerns addressed here are a good example of Puig de la Bellacasa’s alterbiopolitics at work, as 

the artists engaged here are considering the entangled impact of neocolonial and neoliberal 

regimes for the optimization of life within a multispecies context.  

Before we proceed, I would like to pause for some vegetal attunement. For this pause I 

invite you simply to stand up and consider your body in three hundred and sixty degrees. What 

would it be like to sense, breathe, and eat from every side of your body, as a plant does? Root 

your feet on the floor. If you’d like to, close your eyes, to prioritize inputs from other senses. 

Then very slowly turn in a circle, trying to feel the subtle movement of air on your skin, shifts in 

sound and light, the way your very human locomotion allows you to rotate. Appreciate the 

affordances of your body, and consider what three hundred and sixty degrees of ongoing growth 

might offer you. 

Exploring the overlap between art, activism, and technoscience, many of the practices 

referenced in Tactical Biopolitics are sited firmly in the territory of bio-art and tech-art, which, 

while certainly relevant to CEA—especially when they overlap with concerns around 

multispecies entanglement and ecological futures—are beyond the scope of what we can attend 

to here.95 Even so, there are a few key concepts and artistic projects that are worth addressing as 

 
95. Bio-art and eco-art have many overlaps, and are sometimes brought together under the broader 
moniker of art-science (Born and Barry 2010, 106-107), but the term bio-art is more commonly 
associated with artistic practices that take up the tools and techniques of the laboratory sciences, often on 
the micro or nano level. The term is also used to refer to artwork that involves the direct manipulation of 
life as a medium, but most uses of the term are more general and also include practitioners who engage 
with and examine the biological sciences. For a survey of the evolution of bio-art see Kac, Malina, and 
Cubitt 2009. 
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a means of illuminating how the alter-biopolitically attuned position of Philip and Da Costa and 

the artists they highlight connects specifically to ecological and socially engaged art, and thus 

influences my approach to CEA.  

We will turn first to the work of Critical Art Ensemble (CAE), an artist collective 

founded in 1987. The group initially worked with media activism and electronic art, leading to 

well-known publications like Electronic Civil Disobedience (1997). In 2002, along with Beatriz 

de Costa and Claire Pentecost, CAE turned towards vegetal life, beginning a series of pieces on 

GMOs in the food supply. The first, titled Molecular Invasion, is an example of ecological art 

that addresses monoculture habitats, if only obliquely. Described by on the CEA website as “a 

participatory science-theater work” (Critical Art Ensemble, Da Costa, and Pentecost 2002), the 

piece was done in cooperation with students at the Corcoran School of Art and Design, and 

invited the public to join in CAE’s attempts to reverse the herbicide resistance of GMO crops 

through the use of non-toxic, low tech chemical disrupters. This was the group’s first attempt to 

put into practice a mode of “contestational biology” in which gray areas in the legal system are 

exploited through “fuzzy biological sabotage” (Critical Art Ensemble 2001, 3-12). They orient 

this practice in contrast to traditional direct action or civil disobedience, which they suggest 

would be ineffective against the massive corporations and opaque government regulations they 

target. In this work CAE also grapple with what it means to marshal nonhuman lifeforms as part 

of the resistance, acknowledging that there are “various positions on what constitutes an 

acceptable relationship between humans and other living creatures” (Critical Art Ensemble, Da 

Costa, and Pentecost, 2002). As they promise not to send any “sentient organisms on suicide 

missions” (ibid.,) as disruptors, they raise concerns that have become the focus of recent work in 

multispecies ethnography and critical plant studies (CPS), both of which draw on theoretical 
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work forged by feminist STS and ecofeminism in the 1980s and 1990s, as we will explore in 

upcoming sections.96 

Claire Pentecost—whose “public amateur” stance I cited at the beginning of this 

chapter—also authored an article for Tactical Biopolitics. Titled “Outfitting the Laboratory of 

the Symbolic: Toward a Critical Inventory of Bioart” in it she explores issues of access, 

reception, and impact of critical forms of bio art, concluding that “if the artist aims to make an 

impact on the use of science and related biotechnologies to concentrate resources in the hands of 

a very few, she must creatively refigure both scientific and artistic practice” (Pentecost 2008, 

121). To illustrate the complexity of this task, she includes case studies of work by Brandon 

Ballengée and Natalie Jeremijenko. She describes how Ballengée—who draws on dominant 

Western science processes in his field research focused on pollution driven mutations in 

amphibians and fish in coastal ecosystems and wetlands—uses “innovative visual forms 

documenting and communicating his findings” (108), which he presents in galleries, museums, 

and other public forums. From large scale, arresting C-prints of preserved amphibians impacted 

by pollution to articles in scientific journals, his process and findings are actualized across 

multiple spheres, accepted both as legitimate contributions to dominant Western scientific 

knowledge, and as aspects of community driven remediation and environmental education efforts 

(119). Drawing on Pentecost’s analysis, we can see that Ballengée’s incorporation of 

photography as a medium-touches on aspects of the artist-naturalist-documentarian addressed 

earlier—landing somewhere between the concerned advocate position of earlier social 

documentary photographers and the arresting aesthetics of photographers like Burtynksy—while 

 
96. As we will explore in section 2.5, critiques of the commodification of vegetal life and the tendency to 
instrumentalize plants have been lodged by various practitioners across the arts and the humanities. For an 
examination of the role of plants in bio-art and biotechnology, see Bakke 2012. For a survey of recent 
vegetally-oriented art in the vein of CPS, see Gibson 2018 and Aloi 2018. 
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his approach to fieldwork, often done in community or educational settings, relates to the 

evolution of pedagogical forms of SEA.97 

Paralleling the evolution of Ballengée’s practice, in the first decade of the 2000s Natalie 

Jeremijenko brought ecologically attuned technoscientific experimentation into the public realm 

through methods both playful and serious. Pentecost examines two pieces that have different 

implications for the field of ecological art, starting with Jeremijenko’s long term public project 

One Tree (2003-), which involved planting one hundred genetically identical cloned Paradox 

hybrids (an F1 hybrid of black walnut and English walnut/Juglans hindsii x Juglans regia) trees 

throughout San Francisco. In a different vein, Feral Robotic Dogs (2003), was a hardware 

hacking and soil pollution monitoring project that involved youth living in the Bronx. In both 

these project Pentecost finds “a feel for the non-expert” and a commitment to “learning and 

sharing in a shared arena, preventing the mystification of her process” (Pentecost 2008, 120). 

Since these influential early pieces, Jeremijenko has gone on to a variety of multispecies-oriented 

projects that bridge the gap between bio-art and ecological art, many of them housed under the 

auspices of xClinic (aka the Environmental Health Clinic), a project that acknowledges the co-

constitution of individual and ecosystem level health concerns (Schaffer 2008). 

Also bridging biopolitical concerns and ecological art, Beatrice Da Costa’s 2004 

PigeonBlog project marshaled an assemblage of humans and non-humans to collect air quality 

data for under-monitored areas in Los Angeles. Working with engineers, artists, pigeon fanciers 

 
97. Sometimes performed in urban or ruderal settings—like drainage ponds or suburban wetlands—and 
carried out with the participation of community groups and in educational settings, Ballengée's field 
research approach has overlaps with my formulation of public fieldwork. I was Ballengée's student in 
summer 2012 during a residency at the School of Visual Arts in New York City, when I was first 
beginning to formulate some of my approaches to what would become my Invasive and Feral Pigments 
project. Ballengée has also played a role in the development of NATURE Lab at The Sanctuary for 
Independent Media, working with the Uptown Summer program to assess the health of the stretch of the 
Hudson River near the Sanctuary, as chronicled in Echoes from Lock One (Miller, 2020). 
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and pigeons wearing DIY electronics, the team gathered air quality data that was being missed 

by government experts and institutions (Born and Barry 2010, 115). An influential model for 

community-based art-science, Da Costa’s work has been described by scholars of 

interdisciplinary art and science Georgina Born and Andrew Barry as exemplifying the 

methodology of the “public experiment,” a model we will explore in more detail in chapter 3. 

For Born and Barry, the public experiment is an inherently political form of practice that forges 

“relations between new knowledge, things, locations, and persons that did not exist before” 

(103). 

Later in the first decade of the new millennium, as the Guerrilla Grafters began 

experimenting with disrupting horticultural sterile-ness in the streets of San Francisco, and Sam 

Van Aiken created his first Tree of Forty Fruit. In these projects we see artists engaging with 

traditional horticultural and agricultural practices that could be framed as low tech, but their 

practices rendered subversive due to the deep constraints of contemporary capitalism and the 

commodification human/nature bifurcation. I view these pieces as equally important to the 

legacy of Tactical Biopolitics, providing generative examples of how care and control collide 

under intensifying regimes of environmental management. We will explore the work of the 

Guerilla Grafters in more detail in section 2.10. 

Moving forward another decade, to find a generative counterpoint to CAE’s molecular 

invasion and their questions around the ethics of engaging plant life, and to pick up some of the 

threads left open by our performance section, we can turn again to the work of Špela Petrič. We 

will close this section by looking at her series Confronting Vegetal Otherness, specifically her 

2016 piece Phytoteratology. As the artist describes it, in this project “a bit of embryonic tissue is 

taken from the thale cress (Arabidopsis thaliana), a common weed, and submitted to my care, 
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compassion, and commitment” (Petrič 2016). Using lab protocols drawn from biotechnology, 

Petrič grows the plants as cell cultures in an incubator, bathing them in sex hormones isolated 

from her urine, which offers nutrients but also impacts the plants’ growth structure. Acting as 

nurturer across a demanding and time-consuming conception process, the artist finds means to 

“pro-create plant-human entities, which I lovingly call monsters” (ibid.). She frames this act as 

attuned to the need (after Barad 2011) for “affective agential intra-action” (ibid.) in navigating 

environmental, social, and political crises.  

These approaches, developed and honed in the first few decades of our new millennium, 

continue to reverberate across the intertwined disciplines of bio-art, socially engaged art, 

ecological art, and of course, the specific flavor of practice identified here, CEA for plant-human 

solidarity.  

2.4. Humanities and the More-Than-Human: Critical Plant Studies, 
Feminist and Indigenous STS, and Queer Ecology 

As I explored in my introduction, there has been a broad ripple across the humanities in 

recent decades towards reconsidering what it means to be human. Hard-edged, carefully guarded 

boundaries of autonomous, self-defined individualism have been redrawn towards a more 

interdependent, soft-edged, inclusive model of the human that levies a deep challenge toward the 

nature-culture division and exclusionary human supremacy. While productive explorations of 

human interdependence, entanglement, co-evolution, and contamination through, of, and with 

other lifeforms and materials have arisen through a vast range of subject matter, from 

environmental contaminants (Chen 2012; Murphy 2017) to horses (Despret 2004), to molecular 

modeling (Myers 2015), one particularly rich vein of inquiry that has coalesced over the past 

decade takes human-plant relationships as its focus.  
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Known as critical plant studies (CPS), this loosely defined field draws on influences and 

threads pulled from across the environmental humanities, along with key inputs from a range of 

other fields, from plant neurobiology (Gagliano 2018), to environmental philosophy (Marder 

2013) to challenge and unsettle conventional Euro-Western conception of and narratives around 

vegetal life. With deference to the myriad Indigenous cultures who have long known plants as 

lively, agential, world-building kin, I will use this section to trace how some flows into and out 

of critical plant studies have challenged the notion that plants exist either as a) inert, passive 

background material b) resources to be controlled, mined, consumed c) monstrous overgrown 

invaders to be killed or trashed. Contending with these deeply embedded assumptions brings out 

stories and statistics, case-studies and kin-studies (Kanngieser and Todd 2020), that explore the 

entanglement of plants and humans in ways both toxic and life-giving, laying out the hurdles and 

rewards to recognizing vegetal agency across profound difference, and the implications of 

building solidarity across that difference. A focus on these themes through the lens of critical 

plant studies will allow us to dig further into the implications of plant-human artistic 

collaborations—like Ash Arder and her nettle collaborators—and to excavate some of the 

philosophical and theoretical positioning that I see at work in Arder and the BLR’s co-produced 

definition of the quieseed. How can a contemporary artist be taught by a plant? What does a seed 

know, and how do they know it? How are human intergenerational trauma and vegetal 

intergenerational trauma intertwined? When is anthropomorphism powerful, and when is it 

limiting?98  

 
98. The definition of anthropomorphism offered up the OED alone is telling: “the attribution of human 
characteristics or behavior to a god, animal, or object” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015a). If we don’t 
assume a plant is a god, and admit they are not an animal, then our only choice left is an object. CEA for 
plant-human solidarity advocates for a more complex understanding. A more nuanced approach to 
anthropomorphism is offered by Karen Barad in her examination of the rhetoric used to describe 
nonhuman actors, which often takes what she describes as a “moralizing rhetoric” (2011, 27) that props 
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These are questions that are relevant both to CPS and to CEA for plant-human solidarity, 

and while there are many threads and flows that could shed light on these complex topics, in 

order to organize and narrow our focus, we will address several interwoven, overlapping fields 

that have contributed to CPS and my conception of CEA of for plant-human solidarity, 

including: feminist and Indigenous science and technology studies (STS), multispecies studies, 

and queer ecologies. Along the way we will also touch on the interwoven fields of settler 

colonial studies, decolonial studies, and whiteness studies. Each of these flows helps orient me to 

the task of approaching plant-human entanglement and collaboration through an intersectional 

lens, whether focused on extractive plantation monocultures (Subramaniam 2014; Murphy 2017; 

Davis 2019), novel, feral, and ruderal ecologies (Tsing 2011, 2017; Sandilands 2013, 2017; 

Stoetzer 2018), seed saving (Hartigan 2017; Gan 2019), or colonial and neocolonial horticulture 

and bioprospecting (Schiebinger 2007; Myers 2019). These fields will provide ample context to 

situate the topics we explore in the coming section on Sciences of the Living Land. As noted, 

critical plant studies is also in dialogue with forms of knowledge typically categorized as 

“science”—including the dominant Western sciences of plant biology, plant neurobiology, and 

botany—and Indigenous and local plant knowledge, fields that are touched on here but addressed 

more directly in following sections. 

 
up the nature/culture divide. While circumspect about applying normative human moralities to nonhuman 
life and phenomena, Barad is not critical of the act of anthropomorphizing in a universal sense—rather 
within this tendency, she sees possibilities “for shaking loose the crusty toxic scales of 
anthropocentricism, where the human in its exceptional way of being gets to hold all the ‘goodies’ like 
agency, intentionality, rationality, feeling, pain, empathy, language, consciousness, imagination, and 
much more” (27). She sees what she calls the “anthropomorphic moment” as an opportunity to intervene, 
to “call the question, not in order to reiterate the habits of projection, but rather, in fracturing the 
presumptions of the ‘Anthropos’ of “anthropocentrism”, and in so doing opening up a space for 
response—that is, making an invitation to the other to respond” (27). Like Barad I find utility in these 
anthropomorphic moments, as long as rather than completely occluding the agency of the other with 
“projection,” they open up ways to see how that being or phenomenon pushes back, resists, or otherwise 
subverts expectations for both human and nonhuman-ness in the process. 
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2.5. Genesis and Threads of Critical Plant Studies 

Depending on one’s disciplinary perspective, critical plant studies (CPS) can be traced 

back to its origins in different ways. Some frame it as an outgrowth, or a subset, of ecocriticism 

(Kokkola 2017, 274) or a collision of advances in plant neurobiology and Western philosophy’s 

human-centric bias (Mancuso, Viola and Pollan 2015) or even the (contested) next step after 

animal studies (Nealon 2013; Aloi 2018, 3-4). Regardless, the field is young, only coalescing 

over the past ten years, and draws almost omnivorously from a wide range of fields to theorize, 

speculate, unsettle, and interrogate the role of vegetal life today, across history, and into the 

future.  

Many cite environmental philosopher Michael Marder’s influential 2014 philosophical 

treatise “For a Phytocentrism to Come” as formative for the discipline (Hamilton 2019). Finding 

fault with both zoocentric and biocentric alternatives to human-centric philosophical models, 

Marder proposes a phytocentric framework to challenge the overriding anthropocentrism of 

Euro-Western philosophy.99 As with any catalyzing moment, many have built on and critiqued 

this framing. Cultural critic and philosopher Jeffrey Nealon’s 2015 book Plant Theory: Biopower 

 
99. Marder presents his proposed re-centering, phytocentrism, is at once more inclusive than zoocentrism, 
which looks at non-human animals as weak, lacking version of humans, but more attentive to power 
dynamics than later biocentric models like vitalism and object oriented ontology, which, for him, flatten 
power relations and release (some) humans from the responsibility to act, leading to, in the most extreme 
example, “nihilistic indifference” in which everything is acceptable because it is all “natural” (2014 p). 
As Marder describes it, the “value equality” of biocentric frameworks lack the ability to affirm 
“difference without resorting to its hierarchical arrangement on scales of value and being” (239). He 
suggests growth, in the most singular and universal form of the plant, as a new model around which to 
center, with the human estranged from not lost in the rest of life. As the plant show us, “A community of 
growth within wider communities of growth, it should provide us with a concrete model for political 
organization and cohabitation, thought and action” (240). These disciplinary critiques may seem specific 
and arcane, but as feminist Environmental Humanities scholar Jennifer Hamilton (2015, 193) argues, they 
actually have far-reaching implications because they challenge some of the fundamental assumptions of 
the dominant Euro-Western worldview, and do so from within the hallowed grounds of the largely white, 
male-dominated realm of philosophy. 
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and Vegetable Life questions whether a challenge to Western philosophy, even as disciplinarily 

rigorous as Marder’s, can do anything to challenge the tendency of global capitalism to subvert 

all life to its extractive logic, suggesting that we look to plant life to better understand “the 

neoliberal corporate patenting of life.”100 Writing in a recent thematic issue of Catalyst Journal, 

feminist theorists Marianna Szczygielska and Olga Cielemęcka point out the many threads of 

CPS that extend well beyond disciplinary confines of philosophy, forging new research paths 

that follow plants across “feminist and queer scholarship, art and literature, anticolonial and 

critical race theories, information studies, history of science and science and technology studies” 

in ways that “problematize plant–human relationships in the context of power relations running 

along the lines of race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, nationality, and more” (2019, 6).  

In the same issue of Catalyst, in conversation with Szczygielska and Cielemęcka, 

Catriona Sandilands offers the reminder that the “broadly posthumanist” orientation of recent 

conversations in CPS occludes important earlier work, like that of environmental historians 

(Ann) Rusty Shteir and Londa Schiebinger, who have traced women’s botanical knowledges in 

profound and intricate ways (Cielemęcka, Szczygielska, and Sandilands 2019, 3). As mentioned 

in my introduction, Sandilands also makes the essential point—in relation to what gets described 

as a “vegetal turn” across the humanities—that plants have “always been turning” and it is the 

responsibility of those of us formed by a dominant society that treats plants as objects understand 

and resist “the relations of appropriation, expropriation, dispossession, and exploitation in which 

 
100. In conversation with Nealon’s Plant Theory, Catriona Sandilands offer critical plants studies as a 
field that also might contend with the “vegetalization of life,” as everyone but the most powerful elites are 
gardened for extractive purposes (Cielemęcka, Szczygielska, and Sandilands 2019, 6). As she writes in a 
2021 pre-publication survey of the field, “I have posited the idea of the ‘vegetariat’ as a way of thinking 
about political activity that derives from our shared biopolitical conditions and capacities with plants. In 
this context, who is to say that discoveries of ‘plant intelligence’ are not going to be turned into yet more 
ways of making plant capacities useful and profitable?” (16). 
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both plants, and Indigenous relationships to plants, are enmeshed” (5). These are themes we will 

explore in more detail in upcoming sections including 2.7 and 2.8. 

2.5.1. CPS and Feminist and Indigenous Science Studies 

One field that has made significant contributions to aspects of CPS I find particularly 

relevant here is the field of Science and Technology studies (STS). While somewhat older than 

CPS, STS is also a relatively young and exceedingly interdisciplinary field, and many of its 

practitioners have deeply influenced current approaches to plant-human theoretical work. 

Drawing on anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, and histories of technology and science, 

STS has loose, shifting edges, thus many of the thinkers addressed in this section also have other 

disciplinary affiliations.  

The precedents for contemporary STS emerged in the 1960s, with influential precedents 

like Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) making waves in nascent 

fields like the sociology of science and social construction of technology (SCOT) (Felt et al. 

2016). Since then its practitioners have become known for challenging and unsettling 

conventional, positivist readings of the material processes and impacts of knowledge production 

and application across science and technology, emphasizing how developments in these 

domains—whether framed as “basic” research or applied science—are products of the social and 

cultural setting that produced them, and have biases and limitations built into them that in turn 

impact the way they function in the world (Winner 1980). The field is also known for 

contributions to new materialism and posthumanism through the development, in the 1980s, of 

actor network theory (ANT), which challenges the social construction of knowledge by arguing 

that all effects arise from mixed assemblages of human and nonhuman entities, in which 

nonhumans exert agency just as humans do (Latour 2007).  
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While these orientations have much to offer to streams of CPS that explore connections 

between technoscience and plants, from biotechnology (Barnes and Delborne 2021) to 

psychedelics (Sheldrake 2020), I find that forms of STS that make an explicit commitment to re-

centering excluded voices—whether inserting women, queer, and gender-non conforming people 

back into narratives of technoscience, or broadening our conception of technoscience to include 

the insights and contributions of Indigenous people and Indigenous philosophies—are generative 

for re-considering narratives and knowledge forms that have long excluded plants as well. Donna 

Haraway put it simply when she said “feminist science studies…are and were a science justice 

movement” (Haraway and Goodeve 2018, Sec. Modest Witness Interview) acknowledging that 

ways of knowing embedded in dominant Euro-Western approaches to science have broad 

impacts on current inequities ensnaring human and more-than-human communities.101  

Additionally, feminist STS and Indigenous feminist STS offer to studies of technoscience 

a crucial grounding in feminist epistemology that makes it more salient for the hands-on, 

multisensorial, multispecies approach of CEA for plant-human solidarity. Significant aspects 

include emphasizing the role of the body/bodies in knowledge production, questioning the 

separation and neutrality of the instruments and tools we use to measure and record the world 

around us, and recognizing the role of rhetoric, storytelling, and narrative in dominant Western 

sciences (Harding 1992, Haraway 1988, 1997; Subramaniam 2001; Wynter 2006; Barad 2011). 

 
101. Feminist science studies has long been pushed in this regard by contributions from Black feminist 
thought and the work of other feminist scholars of color, and Haraway’s evolution through conversations 
with scholars and theorists ranging from Kim Tallbear to Patricia Hill Collins are evidence of this 
ongoing “as well as possible” approach to forming alliances across difference, as noted in Puig de la 
Bellacasa (2017, 73). As literary theorist Zakiyyah Iman Jackson notes, we must keep front and center the 
fact “that said subjectivities [historically marginalized] experience biopolitical violence in ways that are 
correlated with particular kinds of intensity, but which ultimately have ramifications far beyond those 
‘marginal” identities’” (2013, 679) reiterating the need for solidarity across difference explored in chapter 
1. 
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Recent strains also take a reflexive lens to the exploration of complicity and hope in the face of 

damaging technoscientific “progress” and its alternatives in degrowth and decolonization (Clarke 

and Haraway 2018; Shotwell 2016; Puig de la Bellacasa 2011), doing so in ways that attend 

carefully to sociocultural power dynamics that align along lines of difference like race, class, and 

gender (Mohanty 2003; McKittrick, O’Shaughnessy, and Witaszek 2018; Åsberg and Lykke 

2010).   

In the case of multispecies interactions, a feminist lens on ANT-flavored new materialist 

approaches reminds us that when engaging with assemblages of human and more-than-human 

life and materials, “the price of recognizing the agency of artefacts need not be the denial of our 

own” (Suchman 2007 quoted in Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 142).  

A key aspect of feminist STS for me is that it constantly renews its commitment to 

questions of difference and equity between humans and across species. While feminist and 

Indigenous STS share many overlapping precepts, practitioners of feminist STS who are also 

Indigenous provide me with an invaluable perspective on the turn towards vegetal life. As I have 

noted prior, it is important to acknowledge indigeneity is not a monolith—as some say it is more 

of an “analytic” than an identity (Arvin 2015, 114)—and while there may be common threads 

that weave through many Indigenous cosmologies, these knowledge systems are inseparable 

from the land and lifeforms they evolved with, and are thus context-specific (Watts 2013, 23-27). 

While there are no doubt generative and informative contributions to CPS and CEA situated in 

Indigenous philosophies around the world, my engagement with this field in these pages is 

largely limited to Turtle Island—the name used by some Indigenous peoples, including the 

Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee—to describe the lands dominant settler-colonial society 

generally refers to as the North American nation states of Canada and the United States 
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(Newcomb 2018).  

As I have repeated multiple times in this dissertation, Indigenous scholars of STS remind 

white settler culture again and again that sensitivity and appreciation for the wisdom and 

sentience of more-than-human life is not a “new discovery” but rather a reality that is embedded 

in the mind-body systems, life ways, and land of the myriad cultures colonizers attempted to 

eradicate (Todd 2016). Some voices in this area that have influenced my own understanding of 

CPS and CEA for plant-human solidarity include Métis anthropologist Zoe Todd, whose 

observation that “‘Ontology’ Is Just Another Word For Colonialism” (2016, 4) continues to 

resonate. First offered in response to a lecture given by Bruno Latour on “Gaia” that failed to 

mention specific Indigenous concepts that precede this contemporary framing—like the Inuit 

concept of Sila—Todd challenges Euro-Western posthumanists and anthropologists to engage 

directly and generously with Indigenous people “as thinkers in their own right, not just 

disembodied representatives of an amorphous Indigeneity that serves European intellectual or 

political purposes, and not just as research subjects or vaguely defined ‘collaborators.’ As 

dynamic Philosophers and Intellectuals, full stop” (7). Her words resonate with those of many 

other Indigenous academics whose work has overlaps with STS, like Kim Tallbear, Michelle 

Murphy, Kyle Powys Whyte, and Adrienne Keene—of All my Relations and Native 

Appropriations—all of whom have offered me direction as I search for the most helpful, least 

extractive ways to engage with Indigenous knowledge systems, leading directly to some of the 

work we will explore in more detail in sections 2.7 and 2.8.102  

 
102. While some of these concepts reach me from the hallowed halls of the academy—where I access 
them behind paywalls in academic journals with my soon-to-end university access credentials—many of 
these scholars are also what we might call “public intellectuals” who have a constant, generous and 
gregarious presence on social media, publicly streamed panels, and podcast airwaves. While this labor is 
often unappreciated in the academy—twitter threads and podcasts and books with popular presses often 
don’t count towards tenure—they have pushed me to commit and recommit, again and again, to listening 
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As explored briefly in my introduction, Michelle Murphy’s work with indigeneity and 

environmental toxicity through the concept of alterlife also offers valuable insights (2017). 

Among many salient threads, she reminds us that even well-intentioned settler work on 

environmental justice and contamination taken up in already dispossessed communities can 

render lives and landscapes as pathological, reinscribing problematic racist, misogynistic, and 

homophobic narratives that frame them as “damaged and doomed, inhabiting irreparable states 

that are not just unwanted but less than fully human” (2017, 496). Drawing on Eve Tuck’s call to 

“suspend damage” (2009) she asks questions like “How to refuse the chemical as an isolated 

entity and also not reenact body-centric damage narratives?” (Murphy 2017, 496), as she 

explores the frictions inherent in re-making worlds in a way that connects to living Indigenous 

traditions while simultaneously contending with the contamination and precarity of 

contemporary life.  

Murphy writes largely about linkages between human and more-than-human materiality 

in specific extractive landscapes, touching on toxicity, environmental justice, and restoration in 

ways that are deeply linked to specific Indigenous understandings of relationality and more-than-

human life as kin. As she describes it, she is searching for decolonial feminist tactics that 

simultaneously dismantle damaging, oppressive worlds while making new ones, an approach that 

she takes with “a posture of both collaboration and refusal” as she searches for “words, 

protocols, and methods that might honor the inseparability of bodies and land, and at the same 

 
and learning directly from Indigenous voices. I will explore some of these perspectives further when we 
look at Sciences of the Living Land in section 2.7 and land-based pedagogies in section 2.8. These 
perspectives have enriched my own vastly, by complicating and complimenting aspects of my dominant 
Western scientific education in relationship to vegetal life that flow into and through my work with CEA. 
They have also pushed me to examine my own day-to-day alliances with white supremacist settler 
colonial culture, undergirding my investment of direct material resources (time, labor, money) in 
Indigenous-led causes.  
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time grapple with the expansive chemical relations of settler colonialism that entangle life forms 

in each other’s accumulations, conditions, possibilities, and miseries” (2017, 496). While 

Murphy’s approach is infinitely more nuanced than I can do justice to here, and has since 

expanded into a book length form, I take seriously her point around complicity and compounding 

damage in already dispossessed and historically excluded communities. I hope we can carry it 

with us as we explore the fields of novel ecosystems, invasion biology, and land-based 

pedagogies in the section to come.103 

2.5.2. CPS and Multispecies Studies 

While STS, particularly its feminist and Indigenous inflected strains, has provided a rich 

array of inroads to deepening my engagement with plant life and CEA, the overlapping field of 

multispecies studies is equally significant for me. Growing out of feminist science studies, 

environmental science, and animal studies, multispecies studies, with its hands-on, in-the-field 

process and assertion that more-than-human beings and lands contribute to and study us back, is 

essential to CPS and to CEA for plant-human solidarity. Multispecies studies builds on the 

challenge levied to anthropology by feminist STS, which questioned its stance as a purportedly 

objective science carried out by a neutral observer (historically coded, of course, as a straight 

white man). Deeply influenced by Haraway’s notions of becoming with in contact zones, 

developed in When Species Meet (2008), the field is also in dialogue with Eduardo Kohn’s 2007 

call for an “anthropology of life,” (3) developed further in his 2013 book How Forests Think: 

Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human. Another important conduit for the development of 

this field is the work of anthropologist Anna Tsing, particularly her Frictions: An Ethnography 

 
103. It was through Murphy’s work, and her connection to artist-activist circles, that I came across the 
plant-oriented writing of Erin Marie Konsmo and Karen Recollet, which I will explore in more detail in 
section 2.7. 
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of Global Connection, which explores a range of unexpected actors and habitats active in 

enforcing and resisting what might otherwise be subsumed under the broad, monolithic forces of 

“globalization” impacting the Indonesian rainforest (2005).  

These anthropologies of the more-than-human were codified into a loose field with the 

publication of Eben Kirksey and Stefan Helmreich’s article “The Emergence of Multispecies 

Ethnography” in 2010. In this article the emergent field is described as a form of ethnography 

that centers “on how a multitude of organisms’ livelihoods shape and are shaped by political, 

economic, and cultural forces” (545). For our purposes it is also relevant that Kirksey and 

Helmreich extend their exploration of the genesis of this emergent field by turning to art as a 

“companion and catalyst practice for thinking through and against nature–culture dichotomies” 

(546). This cross-disciplinary development is later chronicled in The Multispecies Salon (Kirksey 

2014), a text that grew out of series a of events of the same name, where “artists, anthropologists 

and allied intellectuals” (1) tackled a series of interwoven questions that remain vital to the field 

today. Given the continued relevance of these questions, I will excerpt them here: 

Which beings flourish, and which fail, when natural and cultural worlds intermingle and 

collide? What happens when the bodies of organisms, and even entire ecosystems, are 

enlisted in the schemes of biotechnology and the dreams of biocapitalism? And, finally, 

in the aftermath of disasters—in blasted landscapes that have been transformed by 

multiple catastrophes—what are the possibilities of biocultural hope? (1) 

Included as relevant to these inquiries are artistic projects that range from Miriam 

Simun’s Human Cheese, in which the artist produced and served cheese made from human 

breastmilk, initiating “animated and agitated discussions about the risks of interspecies and intra 

species contact and contagion” (11) to Caitlin Berrigan’s Life Cycle of a Common Weed, in 
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which Berrigan explores the experience of fertilizing a dandelion plant with her own hepatitis C 

infected blood and making a healthful tonic from the plant’s leaves and roots. In addition to 

emphasizing the phenomenon of reciprocal nourishment in a relationship that is typically 

understood to go one way (humans consuming plants) the piece also highlights questions around 

viral agency, “showing that human viruses fail to rule and reign in the world of plants” (22). 

Both of these examples show how concepts from multispecies studies have a reciprocal 

relationship with the arts, and how complex issues around more-than-human agency and the 

division between humans and the rest of nature animate many fields of inquiry. 

Since these inflection points in 2010 and 2014 the field of multispecies ethnography has 

continued to expand, growing into the more general field of “multispecies studies” and ranging 

across the arts, sciences, and humanities, impacting fields from sustainability research 

(Rupprecht et al. 2020), to literary criticism (Herman 2017), and fomenting evolving strains 

focused on justice (Tschakert 2020). As should be evident from the examples above, 

multispecies studies has deep overlaps with CPS and CEA, and continues to provide fodder for 

methodologies, theoretical bridges, and artistic strategies to focus on the agency and reciprocity 

of and with plant life.  

2.5.3. CPS and Queer Ecology 

Any consideration of the potential for sociality between plants and humans is greatly 

enhanced by turning to the generative bundle of theory and practice associated with queer 

ecologies. As noted in section 2.8.3.5, foundational concepts around ecosexuality—deeply linked 

with queer ecologies—grew out of the work of performance artists Annie Sprinkle and Beth 

Stephens (Seymour 2018, chap. 3), while theoretical contributions range from the queer 

ecofeminism of Greta Gaard (1997) to Karen Barad’s extension of queer performativity to 
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grapple with more-than-human nature (2011). Taking on the dual roles of “queering ecology” 

and “greening queer politics” (Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 2010) the multivalent field of 

queer ecologies has threads flowing in and out of each of the fields we have looked at thus far.  

More of an “interdisciplinary constellation of practices” (Sandilands 2016) than a defined 

field, queer ecology seeks means and methods to unsettle and dismantle the oppressive weight of 

heteronormative bias, both in terms of how it is applied to dominant Western sciences like 

evolutionary biology and ecology, and its detrimental impact on environmental politics and 

popular perceptions of so-called nature. To CPS, queer ecology offers theoretical and practical 

insights for interpreting and engaging with vegetal life across difference, making space for 

coexistence of pluralistic and polyvocal forms and ways of being by dismantling 

heteronormative orthodoxies, and expanding the conceptual rigor of ecofeminist approaches to 

the nature/culture binary to address the interlinked oppression of more-than-human life, the 

living land and queer human people (Gaard 1997, 137).104  

As we will explore, contemporary queer ecology provides a plethora of productive 

avenues of investigation. There are many avenues that relate in particular to aspects of CEA for 

 
104. The term queer has a broad-ranging meaning, and can be used as both a noun and a verb to express 
resistance to and critiques of normative genders and sexualities (Mortimer-Sandilands and Ericson 2010, 
5; Patrick 2014, 192). In terms of personal identity, the ways in which humans who do not identify as 
heterosexual refer to themselves varies widely and changes over time, but currently queer is generally 
understood to be inclusive. At the time of her keyword entry on Queer Ecology in 2016, Sandilands refers 
to the political movements for queer liberation using the inclusive acronym “LGBTTIQQ2SA (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, transsexual, intersex, queer, questioning, two-spirited, and allies) movements.” 
As Darren Patrick notes on his queer ecological exploration of Ailanthus altissima, it is important to keep 
in mind that the term, whether used as a noun or a verb, “would have no meaning without lived 
experiences of marginality and oppression based on failure to conform to dominant modes of expressing 
and embodying gender and sexuality” (2014, 192). Karen Barad takes a more expansive view of 
queerness, finding it in everything from dancing atoms to lightning strikes, asserting that “Queer is not a 
fixed determinate term; it does not have a stable referential context, which is not say that it means 
anything anyone wants it to be. Queer is itself a lively mutating organism, a desiring radical openness, an 
edgy protean differentiating multiplicity, an agential dis/continuity, an enfolded reiteratively materializing 
promiscuously inventive spatiotemporality. What if queerness were understood to reside not in the breech 
of nature/culture, per se, but in the very nature of spacetimemattering?” (2011, 29). 
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plant-human solidarity and phytocentric pedagogy. We will take a brief look at work that 

demonstrates the damaging limitations of the lens of hetero-dominance by identifying the 

intrinsic queerness of life and the living land (Bagemihl 2000), queer ecology’s careful attention 

and nuanced approach to forms of life and land marked as “toxic” or “deviant” (Patrick 2014; 

Davis 2015), the reclaiming of an erotic connection to more-than-human life and land (Nelson 

2017; Sprinkle and Stephens 2021), and the opening up/disruption of orthodoxy of 

environmental politics to include the “bad environmentalist” (Seymour 2018). 

A thorough review of the historical trajectory and myriad influences of queer ecology is 

beyond our scope here, but the basics are covered in a keyword entry written by Catriona 

Sandilands explaining the term in the context of the interdisciplinary field of environmental 

studies (2016). In this entry Sandilands describes inputs coming from fields as diverse as 

evolutionary biology, LGBTTIQQ2SA movements, queer history, feminist science studies, and 

environmental justice. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality (1978), 

Sandilands traces roots for queer ecology back more than two hundred years, as “modern 

regimes of biopower” came to view sex as a “specific object of scientific knowledge,” often 

framing non-heterosexual activity as somehow “against nature” (Sandilands 2016, para. 2). 

Sandilands charts the evolution of texts interrogating and pushing back against this trend over the 

intervening centuries, but places the more distinct emergence of queer ecology as a body of 

scholarship around the mid-1990s. Here she sees connections to the theoretical stances in 

ecofeminist and environmental justice scholarship, as theorists ranging from Donna Haraway 

(1991) to Greta Gaard (1997) to Rachel Stein (2004) begin to pay “concerted attention to the 

racialized, gendered, colonial, and species politics with which notions of sex and nature are 

articulated,” (Sandilands 2016) a line of inquiry that has continued to develop and impact and 
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interweave with more recent feminist new materialist, Indigenous, and queer of color scholarship 

like that of Mel Chen (2012), Michelle Murphy (2014), and Kim TallBear (2018).  

To this grounding in feminist, queer, and environmental justice theory, Sandilands adds 

another related but distinct stream of input that has been building since the late 1990s in the form 

of research into gender diversity and sexuality among nonhuman life from the Western sciences. 

From collating examples of non-reproductive, transgender and same sex erotic activity among a 

huge range of nonhuman animals (Bagemihl 2000) to identifying the intersex and transex status 

of a vast array of vegetal life (Hird 2016) this stream inverts the attempts by nineteenth and 

twentieth century biologists and naturalists to buttress heteronormativity by providing examples 

from the nonhuman world to justify and solidify the emergent understanding of sex as “fixed, 

essential, and demonstrating sexual difference” (Hird 2016, 354).105 These streams and more 

come together to form a huge diversity of contemporary approaches expanding over the past 

decade, ranging from “cross-species and ecosexualities” (Sandilands 2016) in the arts (Stephens 

and Sprinkle 2012; Nelson 2017; Zheng 2020) to environmental politics and eco-queer activism 

(Seymour 2018; Hogan 2010) to queer ecocriticism (Azzarello 2013; Ensor 2017) to futurity and 

the politics of reproduction (Seymour 2013; TallBear 2018; Davis 2015). 

In these contemporary examples we find plenty to draw from that informs and sharpens 

CPS and CEA for plant-human solidarity. As noted, paying careful attention to plant life reveals 

a rich array of reproductive strategies and sexual activities that are in no way aligned with 

 
105. With regard to vegetal life, this is a history that has been traced in detail by Linda Schiebinger in her 
1993 book Nature's Body: Gender in the Making of Modern Science, where she explores how, across the 
eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries botanists sought—with much tenacity—what Mira Hird 
describes as “supporting evidence” (Hird 2016, 354) for the normalization and naturalization of 
heterosexuality by looking for traits like monogamy, male agency, sexual difference amongst plants. This 
evidence, now largely debunked, was only visible through a very thick lens created by a strong agenda to 
buttress heteronormativity. 
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dominant discourses of heteronormativity and conservative Euro-Western moralities that 

emphasize monogamy, demonize sexual pleasure, and objectify erotics as solely defined by the 

sex act (Lorde 2000). Attending to and incorporating appreciation for sexual variation and 

exuberance in vegetal life is in itself a productive avenue within CPS and CEA, but is amplified 

by ecosexual approaches that, as Sandilands (2016, para. 6) describes it, facilitate the “ethico-

political opening of love to include more-than-human corporealities,” providing another avenue 

for developing an appreciation for and affective engagement with more-than-human socialites in 

the context of dominantly Euro-Western societies bathed in exclusionary human supremacy.106 

For queer ecofeminist Greta Gaard (1997), who writes about “erotophobia” (122) as a key aspect 

of settler-colonialism, reclaiming an erotic connection to more-than-human nature is an essential 

part of disrupting the forms of subject-object dualism that have been weaponized against 

Indigenous people, women, and the land. 

There are also streams within queer ecology that—drawing on the long history of 

queerness being framed as “against nature” (Sandilands 2016, para. 2)107— pay careful and 

nuanced attention to forms of life and land marked as “toxic” or “disturbed” or “ruderal.” 

Examples include geographer Matthew Gandy’s look at “marginalia” and so-called wastelands 

as productive zones to expand the “narrowly utilitarian” discourses around urban nature (2012), 

 
106. Speaking from her perspective as a Lakota and Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate scholar, Kim TallBear 
notes that she appreciates the ecosexual orientation and—given her long history of friendship with Annie 
Sprinkle and Beth Stephens—finds it generative to consider as a helpful approach for settlers who are 
severed from a biocultural tradition in which more-than-human life and land are kin, but for her, as a 
Lakota person, an erotic approach to land an nonhuman life is superfluous because kinship with 
nonhuman life is “built into our language” (Young and TallBear 2020, 25:40). She also notes other 
approaches eco-erotics, for example, how Turtle Mountain Chippewa scholar Melissa Nelson writes about 
Indigenous eco-erotics in a way that emphasizes Indigenous stories and relational frameworks while also 
drawing on Audre Lorde’s notion of the erotic (Nelson 2017, TallBear and Willey 2019) 
107. As Sandilands notes, “the establishment of sex as a matter of biopolitical truth could not help but be 
connected to ideas of nature, and especially to racialized, sexualized, and other anxieties over hygiene and 
degeneracy” and wastelands and overgrown/too exuberant landscapes tend to get associated with this kind 
of degeneracy (2016, para. 3). 
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and his case study of a London cemetery as a generative site to consider potential intersections of 

queer theory and urban ecology (2013). Landscape theorist Darren Patrick’s examination of so-

called invasive plant life in urban settings—particularly tree of heaven/Ailanthus altissima—in 

the context of productively “queering the urban forest” in search of less stringent environmental 

management regimes is also relevant here (2014). Alongside these explorations of the 

possibilities for re-thinking the heteronormative domination of public space through attending to 

the vitality and disruptive potential of so-called wastelands and other ruderal sites, queer of color 

and queer Indigenous feminisms examine how normalized, privileged subjects are protected 

from environmental toxicity and contamination while others—those marked along gendered, 

sexualized and racialized lines—are themselves framed as being toxic and expendable (Chen 

2012; Murphy 2017).  

Catriona Sandilands combines aspects of these two tendencies—the analysis of ruderal 

land and expendable/toxic subjects—with her recent offer of “feral feminisms” as a mode of 

considering multispecies reproductive futurities in situations where so-called “invasive” or 

“pest” organisms dwelling in damaged landscapes are “giving humanity the slip” by becoming 

“too” successful (2017, 443). Examining a rebounding population of threatened crested 

cormorants thriving in a former garbage dump converted to an urban park—complete with so-

called invasive garlic mustard and heavy metal contaminated soil—Sandilands asks how, in this 

context, the politics of “double-crested cormorants and queer-materialist feminists” can come 

together to offer alternatives to the “death-dealing” strategies generally associated with 

cormorant management, instead suggesting that the “complex agencies of nonhuman others are 

understood as part of the same roster of biopolitical relations as those that entangle more 

conventionally understood political subjects” (448). These conversations resonate with aspects of 
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what we will explore in upcoming sections on land-based pedagogies, urban ecology, and 

invasion biology. 

Finally, on the front of opening queer studies to the politics of ecology and 

environmentalism, Nicole Seymour challenges the orthodoxy of pious American 

environmentalism by framing queerness, exuberance, and imperfection as indispensable to 

mainstream environmentalism, which has historically eschewed them (2018).108 Looking at film, 

literature, and performance art, she zeroes in on forms of environmental expression and activism 

that refuse serious, solemn, sentimental affect—which she argues can leave participants and 

audiences feeling paralyzed with guilt and grief—instead focusing on how irony, satire, 

queerness, gaiety, and irreverence can be potent vehicles to “break down human arrogance” 

through humor (243). For her these forms stand in stark opposition to “the dominant preference 

for environmentalism to be straight, white, clean, and neat, despite the queer, diverse, messy 

grossness of the world, not to mention of environmental politics” (38). Citing examples like 

Isabella Rossellini’s Green Porno series, Sprinkle and Stephen’s wedding ceremonies, and Lorri 

Millan and Shawna Dempsey’s irreverent, performative forays into the world of wilderness and 

recreation with their Lesbian National Parks and Services project—Seymour tracks the potential 

for environmentalism to be “funnier, queerer, and more diverse—both in terms of affect and in 

terms of demographics” (Seymour 2019). She points out the need to identify and cultivate 

alternative environmentalisms that can exist on multiple registers, finding motivation and 

sustenance in forms of environmentalism that insist that it is still possible to act despite our 

imperfections—a connection to the deep history of refusing “purity politics” in queer theory 

 
108. In order to buttress her assessment of the exclusionary character of mainstream environmentalism, 
Seymour draws on a variety of sources including Noël Sturgeon’s Environmentalism in Popular Culture 
(2009), Sarah Jaquette Ray’s The Ecological Other (2013) and Carolyn Finney’s Black Faces, White 
Spaces (2014). 
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(Shotwell 2016, 5-20). For Seymour this work also involves challenging limiting tropes—like 

the “ecological Indian” and the “urban African American” (2018, 177-88)— that flatten and 

caricature queer, Black, and Indigenous contributions to environmental movements. While 

Seymour doesn’t focus on vegetal life—or even more-than-human life in particular—her 

analysis of the function of humor, irreverence, and play is relevant to CEA for plant-human 

solidarity, which, in its friction-inducing complexity, often benefits from the cathartic, joyous 

release of affective registers that vibrate in productive ways with the solemnity and gravity 

associated with issues of ecosocial collapse.   

I hope these examples serve to show the productive ways queer ecologies offer 

theoretical and methodological openings for engaging vegetal life and ecological politics, 

particularly through engagement with lifeforms and landscapes that are derided as weedy or 

otherwise problematic through a normative lens. These considerations will be helpful to keep in 

mind as we turn our sights to the valuable but caveat-laden field of dominant Western sciences of 

the living land, and will turn up again as we investigate ways of knowing the living land that are 

based in Indigenous pedagogies and somatic studies.  

2.5.4. Weediness in the Humanities: A Brief Review 

A range of the themes explored thus far meet and circulate in a small but consequential 

flow of writing about weedy, ruderal, and feral life and land in the humanities over the last 

fifteen years. One of the first influences that first vibrated with my own gut feelings on the value 

of weedy life in urban space was Peter Del Tredici’s writing on what he refers to as 

“spontaneous urban vegetation” (2010a, 299). Working at the intersection of the humanities, the 

dominant Western science of botany, and the hybrid field of landscape architecture, Del 

Tredici’s writing reached me in the form of his book Wild Urban Plants of the Northeast: A 
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Field Guide (2010b). Now out in a second edition (2020), the first edition copy I’ve owned for 

close to a decade is dog-eared and field-tested, with a patina of New York City streets embedded 

in its cracks and crevices. I now know that as Del Tredici was developing his field guide with 

students in his landscape architecture and urban ecology classes, influential work in STS and 

multispecies studies was already contending with some of the same questions around living 

alongside more-than-human weedy life in urban, ruderal, and monocultural habitats.  

As early as 2002, Banu Subramaniam, a feminist STS scholar with a background in 

biology, was exploring the implications of “the ethics and rhetoric of invasion biology”, which 

she delved into further in her 2014 book Ghost Stories for Darwin: The Science of Variation and 

the Politics of Diversity, reflecting on the vilifying of certain plants deemed invasive during her 

work as a field ecologist, and her own naturalcultural roots in India. Anna Tsing devoted a 

chapter of her book Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (2005) to “weediness,” 

where, through the lens of ethnographic work carried out among semi-nomadic agroforesters in 

the Indonesian rainforest, she explored how the rigid dichotomy of wild “empty” land versus 

cultivated “developed” land is necessary for certain forms of colonization, in that it obscures 

gradations between wild and cultivated, making lifeways that don't neatly subscribe to either 

pole conveniently invisible. As Tsing describes, this obscuring mechanism hides a whole system 

of social-ecological inhabitation of the forest, a weedy agroecology in which humans interact 

with the forest as a simultaneously social and ecological space that is never fully cultivated or 

fully wild. Tsing returned to the question of weediness fifteen years later in the context of the 

Anthropocene debate, asking questions around the ethics and efficacy of rewilding and the plant-

human relationships that develop in feral and ruderal landscapes (2017).  

In 2005, ecofeminist innovator Val Plumwood proposed a logic for “critical gardening” 
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in settler colonial situations, pondering the affective registers gardeners bring to their work with 

horticultural versus weedy species (Plumwood 2005). Speculating on strategies for avoiding the 

commodifying tendencies of imported, containerized gardens, she offers a means of tempering 

the native/introduced binary by suggesting an ethic of “gardening in place” that responds to 

changing climates and shifting possibilities for plant-human thriving (ibid.). More recently, 

Deborah Bird Rose and Thom van Dooren have explored the systematic devaluing of life forms 

deemed “invasive” (2017), Sandilands has offered “feral feminisms” as a strand of STS that pulls 

together queer ecologies and weedy species studies (2017), and Robin Wall Kimmerer—on the 

cusp between humanities, dominant Western science, and Indigenous science—has framed 

weeds as healers in toxic landscapes (2015a).  

We’ll look in more detail at some of the strains of dominant Western science that have 

informed STS and CPS-oriented explorations of ruderal, weedy, and so-called invasive life forms 

in more detail in section 2.6.5. While those perspectives will add depth to what I have described 

here, the sources cited above provide the fodder for building solidarity and remaining committed 

to site-specific, land-based work. This way of working requires taking the local and material 

qualities of the land beneath my feet as starting point and compass. In order to do that I need 

rich, varied, thick forms of data and information—I need to know who lives alongside me and 

how they live in order to learn who I might be in solidarity with, and how. I can’t do this without 

slowing down—looking carefully, feeling deeply, sensing fully, tuning in—and gathering data of 

various kinds, which is why, in the next section, we’ll devote time to the fields and influences 

that provide tools, inspiration, and cautionary tales for ways of knowing the living land through a 

broadly construed approach to science. 
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2.6. Sciences of and With the Living Land 

It is clear to me that the life forms and living land that surround me in this moment are 

deeply impacted by dominant forms of Western science. Can you see these influences on the 

land around you? A plethora of environmental sciences, from conservation biology to weed 

science, document, describe, and ultimately—through collaboration and contention with 

municipalities and nation states—prescribe how land, often framed as inert, should be 

“managed” (Luke 1999). As described in the introduction to this chapter, this section 

incorporates both valuable insights and troubling shortcomings of dominant Western scientific 

ways of knowing. It also includes those knowledge practices that have historically been 

undervalued and excluded within this domain, like embodied knowledge gained through somatic 

and multisensorial modes of research, and Indigenous and local stories/theories growing from 

living knowledge handed down across generations and adapted to contemporary lifeways and 

habitats.109  

Since the dominant Western approach to the living land is often prioritized or taken as a 

baseline in many conversations—be they academic or colloquial—before we begin, I want to 

spend some time with alternative conceptions of the living land drawn from some specific 

Indigenous cultures that build that understanding differently. In the next section we will briefly 

explore concepts like land-based knowledge and Place-Thought through a range of Indigenous 

cosmologies as a means of counter-acting the much more widely understood and activated 

meaning of ecosystems and ecology stemming from dominant Western science. From there we 

will move into an exploration of several areas of dominant Western science, including ecology, 

 
109. As acknowledged in chapter 1, it is imperative to hold the insights, gifts, and essential contributions 
of dominant Western science aloft in the face of anti-science attacks, while also bringing a critical lens to 
how some forms or applications of dominant Western science reinscribe exclusionary human supremacy.   
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urban ecology, novel ecosystems science, and invasion biology, followed by a survey of 

Indigenous land-based pedagogies, and a section on multisensorial and somatic research. 

2.6.1. Land and Place-Thought/Ecosystems and Ecology 

As I have established in multiple ways in the preceding pages, in capitalist societies 

dominated by Euro-Western dualism and exclusionary human supremacy, the living land and its 

entangled nonhuman beings, lifeways, and materials are often rendered inert or passive via a 

technomanagerial approach that frames them as resources to be mined, managed, and 

commodified (Moore 2015). This orientation is deeply contradictory to—even implausible—in 

the worldview of many Indigenous cultures around the globe. Here in the Northeastern corner of 

Turtle Island I have been fortunate to gain some of my insight into and appreciation for local 

Indigenous cosmologies directly from Kanien’kehá:ka, Stockbridge Munsee Mohican, and 

Schaghticoke first nations elders and representatives, who have given generously of their time 

and expertise to the project of building shared experiences and worldviews towards decolonial 

futures. These encounters have been necessarily limited and not the appropriate situations to 

draw on for scholarly analysis. What I share here is drawn from published accounts written in the 

English language, which are immensely valuable but of course inherently limited.110 Even so, I 

do my best in these pages—and in my learning process generally—to absorb and recount these 

stories and knowledges in ways as closely associated with their source as possible, drawing 

directly on the work of Indigenous scholars and practitioners. There are also instances when I 

draw on what I understand to be carefully, sensitively, and ethically recorded accounts of 

Indigenous knowledges written by settlers in collaboration with Indigenous interlocutors, with 

 
110. As many Indigenous scholars have explored, English is set up in a way that dictates a subject-object 
relationship between humans and the living land. See Kimmerer 2015 a, 2015 b, Kanngieser and Todd 
2020, Salmón 2000. 
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full awareness, that, as Rarámuri scholar Enrique Salmón suggests, these knowledges are living 

and fluid and context-specific (Young and Salmón 2021). Once they are written down—

“memory-banked” as Salmón describes it—they become a “static” “objectified” kind of 

knowledge, no longer responsive to the land that grew them (Ibid, 18:50). In these written 

accounts, especially by non-Indigenous researchers and practitioners (mine included!), the line 

between amplification in the spirit of solidarity and appropriation in the spirit of extraction is 

fluid and perceived differently based on positionality, privilege, and context. 

With this preamble established, in the coming pages we will explore several concepts that 

have been key to helping me begin to process how particular Indigenous understandings of land 

and ecology are distinct from the world views of the dominant society I was raised in. These 

include a) the inseparability of ontology and epistemology, i.e., “Place-Thought,” b) more-than-

human land and life as relatives, as in Salmón’s kincentric ecology, and c) the dynamic, ongoing-

ness of Indigenous knowledges of the land in response to protracted environmental destruction 

and climate chaos, i.e., “resurgence”. 

We will begin with “Place-Thought,” a concept defined by Anishnaabe and 

Haudenosaunee scholar and educator Vanessa Watts (2013, 21). I came to this term and its 

implications initially through the writing of Zoe Todd and Heather Davis around “Decolonizing 

the Anthropocene” (2017), and again in the writing of settler scholar Audra Mitchell (2020), 

whose nuanced and complex recounting of the differences between Euro-Western and 

Indigenous stories/theories of extinction I will address later in this section. Mitchell draws on the 

words of Watts to explain how, “within Anishnaabeg worlds, ‘habitats and ecosystems are better 

understood as societies…meaning that they have ethical structures, inter-species treaties and 

agreements’” (Watts 2013, quoted in Mitchell, 2020, 915-916). This line is drawn from Watts’ 
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2013 article “Indigenous place-thought & agency amongst humans and non-humans (First 

Woman and Sky Woman go on a European world tour!).” While there is much of value in Watts’ 

article, including an exploration of essentialism in relationship to land and women, and the ways 

that settler-colonial society has attempted to “make Indigenous peoples stand in disbelief of 

themselves” (20) by mythologizing origin stories, key to our concerns here is Watt’s definition 

of Place-Thought and the context specificity of what is often described as “traditional 

knowledge.”111 Drawing on Haudenosaunee and Anishnaabe creation stories, she explains that 

both accounts  

…describe a theoretical understanding of the world via a physical embodiment – Place-

Thought. Place-Thought is the non-distinctive space where place and thought were never 

separated because they never could or can be separated. Place-Thought is based upon the 

premise that land is alive and thinking and that humans and non-humans derive agency 

through the extensions of these thoughts. (21)112 

Watts compares these cosmologies based in Place-Thought—which ascribe agency to 

land and nonhuman beings—with what she describes as the epistemological-ontological frame 

found in the dominant Euro-Western worldview. Watts describes this Euro-Western worldview 

as one in which the “constituents of the world” (ontology, the “what”) are separated from “how 

the world is understood” (epistemology, the “how/why”) (22-23). In this framework humans 

alone have the ability to perceive and judge the world, and are thus held outside and above it, in 

a position to control and manipulate it, while in the Indigenous cosmologies Watts describes, 

 
111. For an explanation regarding how I refer to forms of Indigenous knowledge see section 2.7.  
112. As noted in chapter 1, there are multiple spellings of Anishinaabe, and I use the spelling used by 
Watts in this section. 
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humans are in constant communication with the land, which actually perceives and organizes 

them, rather than the other way around. As an example, she turns to the clan system, in which 

nonhuman beings are “active members of society” and directly influence human lifeways. As she 

writes,  

The very existence of clan systems evidences these many historical agreements between 

humans and non-humans. Clan systems vary from community to community and are 

largely dependent on the surrounding landscape. For example, whale clans are not present 

amongst Indigenous nations where there is no access to seawater. (23) 

Watts’ interpretation of Euro-Western conceptions of place and thought as deeply 

colonized—in which place/land is rendered as inert soil, and thought is the sole province of 

human brains (especially those brains located in white cis male bodies)—offers much to 

contemplate as we consider how urban dwelling plants and humans entangled with damaged but 

vibrant soil might support the struggles of Indigenous peoples towards the resurgence of rich, 

intact forms of Place-Thought.  

As should be clear, the interlinking of place/land, thought, and nonhuman agency in 

Indigenous cosmologies as described by Watts is also tightly coupled with the ability to 

understand more-than-human life as kin. Many Indigenous cosmologies, including Anishinaabe 

and Haudenosaunee ones, are based not around subject-object relationships, but rather around 

relationality between lively matter and lifeforms, whether those relationships are human-human 

ones, human-plant, plant-soil or some other combination (Styres 2019; Geniusz 2016; Bang 

2014). I appreciate the way this centrality is described in these words from Cree scholar Shawn 

Wilson (2008) as quoted in Tuck, Yang, and Smith (2019):  
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Identity for Indigenous peoples is grounded in their relationships with land, with their 

ancestors who have returned to the land and with the future generations who will come 

into being on the land. Rather than viewing ourselves as being in relationship with other 

people or things, we are the relationships that we hold and are part of. (9 in Tuck, 80 in 

Wilson) 

This explanation of the centrality of relationality links up nicely with Rarámuri scholar 

Enrique Salmón’s notion of kincentric ecology (2000). In describing kincentric ecology, in 

which humans “view both themselves and nature as part of an extended ecological family that 

shares ancestry and origins” (1328) Salmón draws heavily on the stories and rituals of his people, 

the Rarámuri, and their deep interconnectivity with their hugely biodiverse homelands in the 

eastern Sierra Madres of what is now known as Chihuahua, Mexico. Resonating with Watts’ 

insistence on the literal truth of Anishnaabe and Haudenosaunee origin stories, Salmón describes 

how, for his people, beings “of the natural world are relatives, but in a realistic sense. In a 

previous world, people were part plant. When the Rarámuri emerged into this world, many of 

those plants followed. Today they live as humans of a different form” (1328). For Salmón and 

the Rarámuri, plants and other nonhuman beings are not like relatives, they are relatives, and 

humans’ ongoing ability to thrive in any environment is due to maintaining this relationship. 

Salmón, along with many other Indigenous scholars and researchers, discusses the 

complex dynamics between Indigenous resurgence and the settler colonial tendency to 

romanticize, “save,” and “freeze” Indigenous ways of knowing. In a recent interview with 

activist and conservationist Ayana Young, the host of the podcast For the Wild, Salmón uses an 

example from his long running experience as an educator to gesture at this complexity. As he 

relates it, on a field trip to meet a Hopi elder and knowledge keeper from “between Third and 
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Second Mesa,” his students are concerned that the elder has not made concrete plans to “save” 

his knowledge in the event of his imminent death (17:50-18:05). Salmón paraphrases the elder’s 

response, saying: “Well, you know when I leave this knowledge leaves with me because that is 

just the way it has to be. It's a part of the natural process. The knowledge will reemerge when it 

needs to reemerge through this natural process” (18:15-18:30). Salmón goes on to explain how, 

from his perspective, calling a way of being “Traditional Ecological Knowledge” (TEK) is 

limiting and problematic, as it 

reframes Native knowledge automatically, into a Western model of describing and trying 

to interpret how Indigenous peoples view our relationship to our landscapes. Ecology is, 

as your listeners will know, it is just a disciplinary study of interactions in particular 

habitats and ecosystems and so on. But it's a Western frame. It’s a Western frame that 

detaches the observer from what is being observed. And so it becomes this objectified 

approach to the natural world, as if it's a thing. And for Native peoples, those of us who 

still see ourselves as practicing our ancestral connections and relationships to the natural 

world, it is not just a thing. It's a being. It's a relative. It's a part of us, we are a part of it. 

(18:40-18:50) 

In this passage and in the anecdote related above, I see a commitment to applying specific 

Indigenous knowledge systems to current challenges in ways that are responsive and dynamic, 

seeking not a return to a lost past, but the possibility of resurgent reapplication of land-based 

ways of knowing. Mohawk scholar Leanne Simpson draws on Dene scholar Glen Coulthard to 

make a related point when she writes that  
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our culturally inherent political theory provides Indigenous Peoples with mechanisms for 

‘critically revaluating, reconstructing and redeploying culture and tradition in ways that 

seek to prefigure, alongside those with similar ethical commitments, a radical alternative 

to the structural and psycho-affective facets of colonial domination.’ (Coulthard quoted in 

Simpson 2011, 24) 

I interpret this statement as a call to use (rather than romanticize or freeze) so-called 

traditional knowledge in ways that can build solidarity across difference—both within and 

beyond varied forms of indigeneity—to resist and overcome what Simpson describes as 

“political genocide” (24) and using Watts’ language, we might frame as the violent disruption of 

Place-Thought (2013). 

The resurgence of Indigenous knowledges and their application to contemporary 

challenges around the maintenance of human and more-than-human relationships brings me back 

to Audra Mitchell’s work on extinction from Indigenous and Euro-Western perspectives. 

Mitchell frames both approaches as “stories/theories” (2020, 910), challenging the tendency in 

Eurocentric discourse to discount Indigenous stories/theories as myth or abstraction while taking 

dominant Western science as “truth” (Watts 2013). In addition to these overlaps, I bring up 

Mitchell’s article because it does a lot to frame how the environmental crisis is thought about and 

acted upon by dominant Western management practices that come into play in restoration and 

conservation stories/theories, and how those might be conceived of differently were Indigenous 

stories/theories to be incorporated.  

As Mitchell describes it, mainstream Western scientific discourse frames the “mass 

extinction event” we are living through today as “the unintended but catastrophic result of 

desirable, if destructive, ‘human’ activities” (2020, 910), while Anishinaabeg and 
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Haudenosaunee knowledge systems frame “the destruction of lifeforms as symptoms of the 

breaking of laws, agreements, treaties and protocols forged between specific human and other-

than-human communities to ensure their ongoing existence” (911). By framing extinction as an 

event that is solely one brought on by the agency of humans, Western ecological sciences once 

again center forms of human-only agency common in Euro-Western dualism, and deny agency to 

more-than-human lifeforms. For the Indigenous stories/theories at the center of Mitchell’s 

exploration, nonhuman lifeforms have chosen to leave. Only the reinstatement of human treaties 

and agreements with nonhuman life will render them willing to return. These agreements are not 

abstract principles, but rather daily practices of gratitude and exchange, like that exemplified in 

the practice of asking permission before harvesting food or medicine, taking only what is needed, 

reserving enough of the life form for them to reproduce into the future, and considering the other 

entangled lifeforms and land bases the organism needs to survive, of which humanity is but one 

of many.113  

Some strains of dominant Western conservation and restoration may arrive at similar 

conclusions—that extractive activities should be regulated and habitat conserved—but often do 

so from a perspective that places (white, settler) humans in charge and frames all humans as 

 
113. Using the dominant Western ecological concept of a “keystone species” to make his point, Salmón 
frames humans as one of many species who have have an outsized role in particular ecosystems. As he 
says in a recent interview, “To borrow terminology from ecology I, and other Native researchers and 
scholars like myself, we view humans as keystone species, in environments all around the world, meaning 
that like Saguaro in the Sonoran Desert—those tall cactus that grow up being 40 to 50 feet tall—if those 
cacti were removed from the Sonoran Desert that would have a detrimental effect on the entire ecosystem. 
That's how important a role that those cactuses play in that desert that makes them keystone species. Well, 
humans are, have been the same way, in ecosystems around the world” (Young and Salmón 2021, 8:05). 
In this passage I appreciate how he acknowledges that plants can also have a keystone species role, 
thereby helping de-center the significance of humans as keystone species, framing us as one of many 
organisms to play this role.  
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agents of negative impact.114 For Mitchell, and for the many Indigenous interlocutors with whom 

she confers, the reinstatement of human/nonhuman protocols and agreements—through 

Indigenous resurgence and sovereignty—is an indispensable part of bringing about the “large-

scale transformations needed to halt extinctions and nourish plural futures” (911). I offer 

Mitchell’s characterization of the extinction crisis here because it provides an apt transition to the 

field of ecology as practiced in the frame of dominant Western science. Ecology—while it 

certainly has strains of so-called “pure” research interested in “discovering” and cataloging the 

so-called natural world—also encompasses many strains that are concerned with human 

entanglement with the twinned crises of climate chaos and biodiversity decline, as we will 

explore in the coming section. 

2.6.2. Ecosystems and Ecology in the Dominant Western Earth Sciences 

While I am beginning to integrate perspectives offered by Indigenous cosmologies into 

my daily life, scholarship, and artistic practice, I grew up attuned to accounts of the more-than-

human world ebbing and flowing around me from the perspective of dominant, Western earth 

sciences. I didn’t have the context to understand the implications of this perspective as child, but 

I was immersed it constantly. From the colorful fold-out maps and posters I enthusiastically tore 

from the center of National Geographic, to the CO2 cycling diagrams and trophic webs my 

grade school teacher drew on the overhead projector, to the migration maps in the back of the 

bird guides I was so enamored with, many of the ideas and images that piqued my curiosity 

 
114. This is of course a generalization, and there are certainly carefully and conscientious forms of 
ecosystem restoration arising from a dominant Western frame taking place in partnership with Indigenous 
communities, but the larger, broader context of big green conservation remains rooted in settler colonial 
management regimes that place the universal human outside of and above pristine and vulnerable nature. 
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during my formative years were loosely bound together by the discipline of ecology.115  

A broad and complex field focused on interconnections, at first glance ecology has more 

in common with the relational cosmologies described in the prior section than most fields earth 

science in the dominant Western context. While there are streams of ecology—like 

computational ecology and population ecology—based largely in computer modeling, much 

ecological research is field or lab-based and involves long, deep, committed attention to more-

than-human landscapes and lifeways. Additionally, the field is deeply interdisciplinary, young, 

and relatively flexible (Bramanti and Santangelo 2006; Kohler 2002). In many cases its 

practitioners are passionate about the landscapes and lifeforms they study, and are also advocates 

for their continued thriving.  

From the field of ecology, I have gained fascinating insights that propel my inquiries into 

human-vegetal relationships. For example, when Crepis sancta/ Hawk’s Beard/Crépide de 

Nîmes lives in areas with high proportions of impervious surface—parking lots, sidewalks, 

roadways— they have shown the ability to adapt in just seven generations to release a higher 

proportion of heavy seeds, which are more likely to land close to the base of the parent plant, 

where there is more likely to be a patch of soil to sprout in (Cheptou et al. 2008). The level of 

focus, care, and attention it takes from a team of humans to learn something like this inspires me, 

and the implications of this kind of learning are vast.116 Similarly inspiring is a series of studies 

showing that evening primrose/Oenothera biennis/night willow-herb supports a higher and more 

 
115. It also took me years to realize, until my late twenties actually, that there was a large gap in the many 
ecological representations I loved so much: humans were never represented, or if they were, they were 
drawn outside of the system, for scale or context. This is a phenomenon documented by Indigenous 
education researchers (see Bang, Medin, and Atran 2007) and is representative of the vast reach of the 
human-nature dichotomy that characterizes not just Euro-Western scientific education, but science itself. 
116. It underscores the deep truth that plants are active agents and niche makers, reveals problems with 
genetic bottlenecks due to habitat fragmentation, and indicates how people-plant conspiracies might 
mitigate this.  
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diverse biomass of insect life when the plants in question are genetically diverse (Cook-Patton et 

al. 2011).117 The stories/theories advanced by these two studies resonate deeply with me, and 

came together to drive forward the Next Epoch Seed Library’s Evening Primrose Redistribution 

Network. 

While curiosity and wonder are often offered as driving forces behind ecological 

research, and these sentiments continue to animate my engagement with the field, it is also 

incumbent upon us to acknowledge the strengths and limitations of the knowledges systems that 

produce and disseminate information like this. Embedded in the scenarios I’ve sketched above 

are disciplinary boundaries and struggles—like those between ecology and urban ecology—and 

the relationship of dominant Western sciences to other ways of knowing, be they artistic, 

embodied, Indigenous, or otherwise historically undervalued and excluded as ways of 

understanding the world in societies dominated by Euro-Western dualism and its attendant 

 
117. Evening primrose is a plant I have developed a particular affinity for over my years working with the 
Next Epoch Seed Library. The plant evolved on the lands now known as eastern and central North 
America, and was introduced to Europe early in the colonization of North America and is now widely 
naturalized there (Del Tredici 2010b, 242). Evening primrose plants generally spend their first year of life 
in a low, wide rosette, then form a woody stalk in their second year or third year, off which sprout lemon-
yellow flowers that open most fully at night, attracting night-flying moths. Mature plants can grow up to 
two meters (six feet) high, forming a deeply forked branching pattern that looks like a chandelier or 
trident, and remains standing throughout the winter months as the thousands of seeds each plant holds 
continue to disperse. The species is disturbance-oriented a highly variable, and has been studied fairly 
extensively by ecologists and evolutionary biologists working in the dominant Western sciences (Johnson 
2011), in which context they are often referred to by their Latin name, Oenothera biennis. From following 
this research, we learned that evening primrose reproduces clonally, meaning the seeds in the parent plant 
are all identical and clones of the parent plant (Cook-Patton et al. 2011, 916), and that stands of evening 
primrose host a wider variety and amount of insect life when they are genetically diverse, suggesting that 
“more emphasis be placed on conserving variation within species, elucidating the ecological 
consequences of genotypic diversity, and discerning how diversity among traits, relatedness, and trophic 
levels interact” (922). Extending the approach of the Cook-Patton et al. study, NESL has collected and 
distributed the seeds of urban-dwelling evening primrose plants, as reflected in our ongoing Evening 
Primrose (Re)Distribution project. Evening primrose has many other common names, including nigh 
willow-herb, (Del Tredici 2010b, 242) which is likely related their many interactions a diverse assortment 
of humans, where they are used medicinally and as a source of food (Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer 
Center n.d.).  
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atrocities (Trisos, Auerbach, and Katti 2021). With this in mind, before we launch into a more in-

depth look at the field of ecology, and urban ecology more specifically, I want to acknowledge 

that there are subfields and adjacent fields of study within the dominant Western sciences that 

challenge and interrogate some of the basic assumptions and approaches of mainstream science, 

including, for example, Dr. Suzanne Pierre’s Critical Ecology Lab, and Dr. Max Liboiron’s Civic 

Laboratory for Environmental Action Research (CLEAR). The existence of these labs and the 

tenants and goals described on their lab websites—Pierre’s lab is dedicated to combining 

“theories and methods of ecological and Earth science research with the analytical lens of 

decolonial studies” while CLEAR is “a feminist, anti-colonial, marine science laboratory, which 

means our methods foreground values of humility, equity, and good land relations”—provides 

ample evidence of some of the problematic, divisive, and exclusionary practices, animated by 

long histories of exclusionary human supremacy and settler colonial land and resource grabbing, 

that continue to plague dominant mainstream earth sciences, ecology being no exception.118 So 

even as I am excited and intrigued by ecological research and see it has an essential role to play 

in our compromised times, as an outsider to the field with a transdisciplinary and at times 

collaborative relationship to it, I view it as my responsibility to have a general—and at times 

very specific!—understanding of the knowledge it produces in areas relevant to my practice, 

while also maintaining a broader perspective informed both by critical voices within the field and 

 
118. An article published in Nature Ecology & Evolution just as I was doing the final edits on this section 
makes the case that “ecology as a discipline and the diversity of those who call themselves ecologists 
have also been shaped and held back by often exclusionary Western approaches to knowing and doing 
ecology” (Trisos, Auerbach, and Katti 2021, 1205). The authors offer five principles for doing ecology 
differently from the perspective of practitioners working within the discipline, including “decolonize your 
mind; know your histories; decolonize access; decolonize expertise; and practise ethical ecology in 
inclusive teams.” (Ibid.) While as we will cover in more depth in section 2.8, decolonization without 
#landback is not true decolonization, I hope it is a good sign that a major journal in the field of dominant 
Western science accepted this article for publication.    
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those who interact with it, from feminist STS to Indigenous ecological knowledges to 

environmental justice advocates (Cielemęcka, Szczygielska, and Sandilands 2019).119 

In the pages that follow I will offer a brief summary of my understanding of the historical 

development and contemporary status of dominant Western ecological science, followed by 

more detailed looks at a few subdisciplines that are important to CEA for plant-human solidarity, 

including urban ecology, novel ecosystems science, and invasion biology. Along the way I will 

provide examples of specific studies, concepts, and methodologies that are particularly relevant 

to CEA for plant-human thriving, and, where possible, draw connections to the other forms of 

knowledge production we’ve already explored.  

2.6.3. General Background and Current Status of Dominant Western 
Ecological Sciences 

In the context of dominant Western earth sciences, ecology is generally understood as an 

interdisciplinary field focused on the study of interrelationships between organisms and their 

environments (Seidler and Bawa 2016, 395). The field is a relatively young one within the 

Western sciences, emerging over the last century from and in relationship to older, more 

established fields like biology, chemistry, geology, and mathematics, among others (Bramanti 

and Santangelo 2006). As described in STS scholar Sharon E. Kingsland’s history of population 

ecology, German philosopher and Darwinian Ernst Haeckel first employed the term ökologie in 

1866 (1995, 11). As Kingsland describes, the original meaning of the term, coming from Latin, is 

“the study of households” (11), but building on his interest in Darwin’s recently publicized 

 
119. As I have noted before, we live in times that are often described as having a segment of the 
population who are “anti-science” and I want to make clear that dominant Western science, just like the 
myriad other ways knowing invoked in these pages, is not a monolith. It is possible—even essential—to 
critique particular aspects, processes, and impacts of science and still be pro-science in terms of believing 
in evolution, climate change, and the efficacy of vaccines, for example.  
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theory of natural selection (first published in 1859), Haeckel meant for this new science to 

address “the relations of the organism to the environment, including all the conditions of 

existence, both organic and inorganic” (11). Interest in Haeckel’s proposed approach to studying 

life ebbed and flowed across the next half-century, until, in the 1930s, it began to coalesce as a 

more formal field, a process which involved a variety of struggles and growing pains. 

Kingsland’s analysis of the tensions that arose in ecology from 1930 to 1970—between 

descriptive work carried out through field observations and the later rise of theoretical ecology 

dependent on mathematical modeling—is relevant to CEA for plant-human solidarity and 

phytocentric pedagogy. The play, overlap, and contradictions that arise between field and 

laboratory, abstraction and lived experience, contained and simplified experimental systems and 

the messiness of earthly existence, troubles some of the binaries that animate contemporary 

Euro-Western approaches to the sciences of the living world. 

Tracing an earlier tension in ecology between a focus on individual organisms and 

broader geophysical systems, STS scholar Robert F. Kohler also defines a focus on relationality 

as key to the formation of the discipline. He describes an unstable beginning for ecology, as 

practitioners sorted out allegiances to both physiology and natural history (2002). Emphasizing 

the late nineteenth century ascendence of the term ecology in the United States and Britain, he 

provides a definition formulated at the 1893 International Congress of Botany, which decreed 

ecology to be a subset of physiology that attends to “the interrelations of organisms and their 

mutual adaptations” (75) .The chair of the committee, American plant physiologist Joseph C. 

Arthur, later expanded that definition to include the relationships between organisms and their 

habitats or environments, which as Kohler describes, “was in fact the problem that became the 

core of the new discipline of ecology” (75). In Kohler’s analysis those who take on the title 
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“ecologist” have continued to focus in this area to this day, even as the field as a whole has 

struggled to find its place between lab-based experimentation and field-based observation, both 

in a methodological and epistemological sense. This is a tension that animates my practice of 

CEA for plant-human solidarity as well. 

A different perspective on ecology, associated with feminist STS, can be found in 

Carolyn Merchant’s Ecological Revolutions, which traces ecology, both as concept and term, 

through the lens of environmental history (1989). Merchant starts with Marx and Engels, who 

emphasized the dialectical interaction of production and ecology, in which humans live 

thoroughly interconnected with the rest of nature. In the Marxist economic discourse, this 

interconnection can be described as a dispersed “inorganic body” that integrates every human 

well beyond the boundary of flesh and blood, and concept that is clearly related to but activated 

differently than contemporary multispecies studies and Indigenous knowledges that understand 

the human body and the land as one and the same (Merchant 2010, xix). She marks the arrival of 

the term “ecology” in the United States as 1892, a year before Kohler’s summit reference, and 

gives credit for its introduction to Ellen Swallow Richards of MIT, an early “reasonable use” 

reformer responding to the environmental ills of the industrial revolution in the North Eastern 

United States (xxi). This genealogy emphasizes the long history of ecology as a rallying concept 

for environmentalists and others concerned with questions of public health, resource extraction, 

and environmental justice, a resonance I noted in chapter 1.  

The above perspectives on ecology are drawn from STS, and it seems appropriate to go a 

bit deeper into a perspective drawn from within the field itself. In their 2006 article “Ecology 

through time, an overview,” ecologists Lorenzo Bramanti and Giovanni Santangelo attempt, as 

they describe it, “to condense the major events in the history of Ecology into 10 short sections” 
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(395).120 Like others, they describe ecology as a science of relationships among organisms and 

their environments, but express dissatisfaction with the ability of this definition to encompass the 

magnitude of ecology’s potential contribution to contemporary science (397).  They are 

confident of the field’s unique relevance, as indicated here: 

In little more than two generations, a new science has emerged and developed into a 

fundamental part of our lives, spurred on by increasing interest in “natural systems” and 

concerns over the environmental changes we are witnessing. (395) 

Like Kingsland and Kohler, Bramanti and Santangelo cite the relatively recent flourishing of 

ecology, and describe the motivation for their text in terms of shoring up the field’s legitimacy. 

They seek to present ecology to “scientists of various fields” as its own “true science,” in the 

hopes of “stimulating curiosity and laying the base for further insights” (396). As practitioners of 

ecology writing from within the discipline, they call on others to recognize, legitimize and 

further institutionalize the field, even while finding strength in the way the field “eclectically 

applies” multiple disciplines to its work (395). 

Through this brief tour of the emergence of ecology as a term and its growing pains as a 

discipline, we see a common emphasis on the relative youth of the discipline, its somewhat 

outsider status with regard to more “rigorous” hard laboratory sciences, and its tendency to pull 

eclectically from multiple disciplines. Also important to note is that over the early and mid-life 

of ecology as a discipline there was generally a focus on so-called pristine habitats, which were 

 
120. I’ve identified Bramanti and Santangelo as “ecologists,” but in actuality they are also between 
disciplines, as is common for researchers whose work focuses on ecosystem science. A more specific 
description would also include that Santangelo is professor in the Department Ethology, Ecology and 
Evolution at the University of Pisa, with expertise in Zoology, Marine Biology, and Ecology, and 
Bramanti is a researcher at the French National Center for Scientific Research with a focus on Marine 
Ecology and Conservation Biology. 
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perceived to be more worthy of scientific study than those heavily impacted by human activity 

(Niemelä 1999; Wu 2014).121 Gradually, over the last thirty years, a subfield concerned with 

ecological sciences in habitats heavily impacted by human activity has emerged (Rebele 1994; 

Niemelä 1999; Sukopp 2008; Wu 2014). Commonly known as urban ecology, it has related 

threads and fields that are relevant to our concerns here, including novel ecosystems science and 

invasion biology. In the sections to come we will take a brief look at the evolution and current 

status of urban ecology—including a look at a few relevant studies on vegetal life in urban 

habitats—followed by a review of some important concepts and studies from the areas of novel 

ecosystems theory and invasion biology. 

2.6.4. Urban Ecology (Science in, of, and for the City) 

While there are precedents for urban ecology reaching back at least a century (Sukopp 

2008; Wu 2014) for our purposes here we will look more closely at the field since as it has 

expanded and coalesced over the last twenty-five years. Like its parent field of ecology, urban 

ecology is heavily interdisciplinary, claiming influences from an even broader array of fields 

than its parent discipline. Alongside the obvious influence of ecology—which in this context is 

understood to include relevant forms of earth science like biology and botany—affiliations with 

and influences range from sociology and geography to urban planning, landscape architecture, 

engineering, and public health (Shulenberger et al. 2008, vii). These diverse fields are brought 

together by a multipronged research agenda that has grown increasingly complex across the 

decades since it coalesced as a field, an evolution that some describe as the shift from ecology in 

 
121. Some cite studies in “human ecology” that happened early as the 1920s—in which ecological 
concepts like competition and succession were used to analyze human community dynamics in cities—as 
an early predecessor for urban ecology (Wu 2014, 210-11). Also significant before the coalescing of the 
field in the 1990s are studies by the “Berlin school” of botanists and zoologists who looked at shifting 
plant and animal populations in post WW II Europe in the 1940s and 1950s (211). 
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the city, to ecology of the city, to ecology for the city (Grimm et al. 2000; Pickett et al. 2016) 

with the latter increasingly focused on equity, concerns that fit closely with my interest in 

ecosocial justice (Schell et al. 2020). We will return to this characterization of ecology in, of and 

for the city shortly, but first it may be helpful to explore some of the reasons why urban ecology 

has grown more prominent in recent decades. 

Prior to the 1990s, the vast majority of ecological studies were carried out away from 

cities or in isolated lab settings, with urban systems considered inferior and/or uninteresting 

(Barot et al. 2019, 475).122 The rapid expansion of interest in urban habitats has multiple drivers, 

but the ongoing urbanization of human populations, and the increasing impact of those ecosocial 

landscape configurations on the functioning of the climate globally, is key and frequently cited 

(Wu 2014, 210).123 Cities are framed as having both the capacity to further exacerbate the 

degradation of the global biosphere through demanding an ever-growing share of resources and 

ecosystem services, and as having the potential to solve some of the problems they create, should 

the series of social environmental challenges they pose be overcome to achieve so-called 

“sustainability” (211).  How this so-called “sustainability” is perceived, measured, incentivized 

and implements is an area of much contention, and considerations of this theme have led to 

generative developments in the field in the last decade, which we will explore shortly. 

In addition to the critical question of urban futures—both the livability of cities and their 

 
122. As Barot et al. describe, prior to 1995, only one hundred or so papers were published per year that 
might qualify as related to the urban context. In 2015 that number had increased to 14,000 per year, 
making up 14% of the total papers published in major ecological research journals (Barot et al. 2019, 
476). So, even though it has grown, the field is still small subset of the larger research on ecological 
sciences. 
123. According to a recent United Nation report, two thirds of the world’s human population will likely 
live in cities by 2050 (DESA 2018). This is can be contrasted with, in 1800, just three percent of people 
living in urban centers of larger than 10,000, and just 1.7% of the global population in cities larger than 
100,000 (Hoyt 1963; McDonald et al. 2013). 
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impact on the broader biosphere—urban ecosystems also offer specific affordances (Grimm et al. 

2000). They are thought to provide a glimpse into the future: on average cities are hotter, more 

polluted, and more fragmented than their suburban and rural counterparts, so they provide an 

ideal location to study how organisms and ecosystems might respond and adapt to the ongoing 

impacts of climate change and its associated disruptions (Pickett and White 1987; Han et al. 

2021). Along this same line of reasoning, urban habitats are also viewed as “petri dishes” of sorts 

for examining the interaction of species introductions and disturbance regimes (Rebele 1994). As 

sites of commerce and nodes in global travel patterns, organisms pass through them all the time, 

and some stay and naturalize, a phenomenon that is likely to become more and more common as 

climate change induced migrations continue to intensify (Padayachee et al. 2017; Thomas 2013). 

Additionally, as humans modify their habitats across cycles of development and stasis, frequent 

disturbances occur, providing an opportunity to explore how human-driven disturbance impacts 

ecosystem recovery or evolution (Hawley and Vietz 2016; Grimm et al. 2017).124 

While this list is in no way exhaustive, each of the facets of urban ecology described 

above have implications for the ongoing ecosocial thriving of human and more-than-human life, 

not just in cities, but beyond them as well. The broader impacts of cities on the biosphere have 

driven the expansion of another vein of research in urban ecology, and the potential for so-called 

“sustainable” approaches to urban living that will tread more lightly on resource flows and 

lifeways both in and beyond cities, what Wu refers to as ecology for “the sustainability of cities” 

(211).125 The rhetoric and policy implications of “sustainability,” particularly sustainable 

 
124. Both of these areas of research are also examined in the related fields of novel ecosystems science 
and invasion biology, which we will explore in an upcoming section.  
125. As Wu notes, while the area of urban land dominated by the so-called “built environment” 
(consisting of roads, parking lots, buildings, runways) is strikingly small—less than one percent of the 
earth’s terrestrial surface— the impacts of so-called “natural resource use” are high: “Cities now account 
for about 60% of all residential water use, 75% of energy use, 80% of the wood used for industrial 
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“development” have been widely interrogated outside of, and increasingly within, the ecological 

sciences for their lack of an equity-based approach to who benefits and who suffers when elite 

global cities adopt policies to improve “quality of life” without carefully considering the impacts 

of those decisions within their heterogenous interiors and well beyond their (porous) borders 

(McKee 2007; Bowser and Cid 2020). Considering how the invocation of sustainability 

functions in urban ecology brings us back to the three paradigms of urban ecology research 

invoked in the opening paragraphs of this section: ecology in the city, ecology of the city, and 

ecology for the city. In 2016, early urban ecology practitioner and promoter Stewart T. Pickett—

along with a broad team of collaborators—offers ecology for the city as an answer to the 

“sustainability for who” question (Pickett et al 2016). We will return to ecology for the city 

shortly, but the other two regimes continue to generate a broad and relevant range of research, so 

we will attend to them first.  

In Pickett et al.’s schema, urban ecology has been historically dominated by two 

approaches, the first and earliest being ecology in the city, focusing on “terrestrial and aquatic 

patches within cities, suburbs, and exurbs as analogs of non-urban habitats” as though they are 

isolated habitats with an “outside” made up by inhospitable human-dominated infrastructure 

(2016, 1).126 An example of this research approach would be the affordances provided by urban 

 
purposes, and 80% of human greenhouse gas emissions” (210). Wu’s dire conclusion, from these 
statistics, is that “If our cities continue to grow and spread the way they have since the industrial 
revolution, there is little doubt that human civilization is destined to disaster” (210). Of course, here we 
need to note that there are ample frames through which to view our current ecosocial predicament, and 
that, while this one has its utility in arguing for the importance of cities as a site for research in general, 
such an analysis carries many of the tropes of universalist approach to climate chaos that fails to 
differentiate between those who use the most and those who upon whom the burden of that use falls—and 
those for whom the collapse has already happened (Whyte 2017; 2018). 
126. Notable for our focus here is that this binary system, of “biotic/hospitable” patches interspersed in an 
“abiotic/inhospitable” cityscape often tends to generalize in such a way that it misses the myriad small 
vegetated patches—be they spontaneous or manicured—associated with buildings and infrastructure 
(Pickett et al. 2016, 3).  Not studying these patches leads to overlooking their potential contributions, and 
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meadows to migrating birds and pollinators, which can be studied in much the same way—in a 

patch dynamic—as a clearing might be studied in an “intact” forest in a “wild” habitat. This is 

useful information for understanding how urban parks, cemeteries, lakes, and other larger 

patches of unbuilt urban land function in and of themselves, and how they relate (or don’t) across 

large swathes of developed land.  

An example of the “ecology in the city” approach that engages with vegetal life in ways 

that are productive or our concerns here is Noreen et al.’s “Persistence of long-distance, insect-

mediated pollen movement for a tropical canopy tree species in remnant forest patches in an 

urban landscape” (2016), which explored gene flow between “intact” forest patches surrounded 

by impervious surface and built environment, showing that insects disperse the pollen of the 

Koompassia malaccensis tree readily within patches of multiple sizes, and also, to a lesser 

extent, across long distances between patches. This finding provides useful information about 

genetic diversity of K. malaccensis, important not just for the future health of the trees studied, 

but also for the multispecies community that includes insects and those who eat them (like birds 

and bats), as other studies have showed that higher genetic diversity in plant communities 

dominated by a single species also affords greater biomass and diversity among insects (Cook-

Patton et al. 2011).  

The ecology in the city approach has been increasingly joined by ecology of the city, 

which treats “entire urban mosaics as social–ecological systems” incorporating “biological, 

social, and built components” (Pickett et al. 2016, 1).127 Approaching ecology of the city has 

 
thus leaves us less able to advocate for them using data, an approach that is often privileged over all else 
at the legislative level.  
127. Regarding the use of the term social here, it is worth noting that across the field of ecology, urban 
ecology, novel ecosystems theory, and invasion biology, “social” is taken to connote the sphere of human 
influence. This adds another layer to my use of ecosocial, and my claim that my collaborators and I are in 
social relationships with plants. I hope this is both confounding and productive glitch. It was something 
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required researchers to develop integrative, often highly interdisciplinary, frameworks to chart 

the “pervasive, reciprocal, and intertwined” (2) interactions between habitats and processes 

perceived to be primarily shaped by humans and those perceived to be primarily the province of 

more-than-human life. This is the kind of research that results in the fascinating tidbit I offered in 

the opening to this section, about the rapid adaptation of Crepis sancta/ Hawk’s Beard/Crépide 

Nimes to setting dominated by sidewalk cracks and parking lots (Cheptou et al. 2008). Ecology 

in the city, as Pickett et al. define it, would have missed this habitat and the insights provided in 

its focus on “intact” analogues of familiar non-urban ecosystems.  

Another fascinating example of an ecology in the city approach is research into urban 

“afforestation”—purposefully cultivating forests on de-forested city land—and the role that 

healthy microbial soil communities play in that process in regards to accumulating versus 

producing greenhouse gas emissions. This topic was studied by a team including Suzanne Pierre, 

who now runs the Critical Ecology Lab, in the 2016 paper “Soil microbial nitrogen cycling and 

nitrous oxide emissions from urban afforestation in the New York City Afforestation Project” 

(Pierre et al. 2016). It provides evidence of how long-term processes of industrial extraction and 

development harm and degrade soils in urban areas, making the process of growing forests on 

those lands a give and take that requires also caring for the health of the soil and attending to the 

larger ecosocial justice issues associated with global climate change, rather than just the specific 

benefits of tree cover on a particular urban block.  

In accordance with other researchers summarizing the field (Wu 2014, for example) 

Pickett et al. frame ecology in the city and ecology of the city as distinct paradigms within the 

 
one of my interview interlocutors, who combines Indigenous cosmology and urban ecology, had no 
trouble sitting with, but that collapses and smears (too?) many boundaries for other ecologists I’ve 
discussed it with. 
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evolution of urban ecology. To these paradigms—which continue to operate alongside each other 

and provide valuable insights—Pickett et al. offer a third paradigm they describe as ecology for 

the city. In their assessment, this paradigm is the latest and most complex to arise in the field, but 

is still engaged with and dependent on knowledge generated by the two earlier paradigms. What 

this paradigm adds is an additional layer of complexity, as “it considers researchers as a part of 

the system, and acknowledges that they may help envision and advance the social goals of urban 

sustainability,” and encourages ecologists to engage with “other specialists and urban dwellers” 

to shape a more habitable and just future (Pickett et al. 2016).128 This reflexive approach is meant 

to facilitate an ”inclusive, creative, knowledge-to-action process” (Childers et al. 2015) that 

recognizes the shortcomings of ecology in adequately addressing questions of equity and 

environmental justice in authentic ways. Pickett et al. call on researchers working in this vein to 

retain fidelity to so-called “hard data” while also integrating other forms of knowledge as viable 

and significant. To achieve this, they argue for the creation of what they frame as 

“transdisciplinary” teams that include, among others, local stakeholders like community 

members and associations, and professionals from other fields, like designers and policy makers, 

who provide input into how and why studies are implemented, and how the results are used 

(Childers et al. 2015, 8).  This approach lends itself to long-term studies that commit to 

analyzing a particular habitat from multiple lenses. Examples of studies coming out of the 

Baltimore region, where the longest running urban Long-term Ecological Research Site (LTER) 

endures, are recorded in the recent book Science for the Sustainable City: Empirical Insights 

 
128. While phrased in different ways, this orientation resonates with reflexive methodologies in feminist 
approaches, and the way feminist science studies frames the researcher as part of the research 
environment (Myers 2015; Barad 2011). How this actually gets put into practice in “ecology for the city” 
isn’t expanded on in this particular paper. Further research, perhaps interviews with practitioners, might 
elucidate this further.  
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from the Baltimore School of Urban Ecology (Pickett, Cadenasso, and Grove 2019). They 

provide a host of examples of how this complex field is evolving. This turn in urban ecology is 

also reflected in the growth of civic science, which we will discuss briefly in section 2.6.6 and 

again in section 3.7.7. 

To me, the evolution of ecology for the city demonstrates that at least some urban 

ecologists are beginning to work from the premise that examining how multiple, layered forms 

of oppression relate to the functioning of urban ecosystems, and understanding these impacts as 

an essential part of urban ecology. As Suzanne Pierre and the Critical Ecology Lab articulate so 

well—echoing concerns voiced by Michelle Murphy around re-traumatizing and pathologizing 

already dispossessed and excluded communities in Section 2.5.3—studying these phenomena 

sensitively and reciprocally, rather than acting as extractive agents who swoop in and gather data 

about another’s misfortune, then disappear, must also be part of that work. Pickett et al. attempt 

to write this into their premise for ecology for the city by mandating diverse transdisciplinary 

teams that include community stakeholders and organizations with input from the earliest stages.  

While the existence of this approach endorsed by influential voices within urban ecology 

is hopeful, a specific, incisive focus on particular forms of inequity is also necessary.  For 

example, in 2020, Schell et al. offered a framework focused on “the ecological and evolutionary 

consequences of systemic racism in urban environments,” analyzing and interrogating 

fundamental ecology of the city tenants like the luxury effect, a robust and often invoked 

correlation that suggests “urban biodiversity, and plant diversity in particular, is positively 

correlated with neighborhood wealth” (3). Gathering evidence showing that variance in racial 

patterns across communities can be a stronger indicator of social-ecological factors than wealth, 

they argue that frameworks that account for systemic and structural racism as “principal drivers 
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of urban form” (4) may be able to more accurately predict how and which more-than-human 

lifeforms will adapt and thrive in cities in the future, which can have implications for everything 

from urban agriculture to disease vectors. Other examples along these lines include a recent 

report on shade disparity (Marani 2021), and another on inequitable herbicide application 

(Einstein 2020), both of which extend the argument for the utility of examining social-ecological 

systems across multiple axis of oppression. 

In addition to the specific focus of research into particular forms of inequity and their 

influence on urban ecological systems, it is also, of course, important to look at who is asking the 

questions. Even as attempts to diversify and expand research teams in urban ecology are often 

invoked, it is necessary—given the historic whiteness of the STEM fields and so-called “natural” 

spaces—to uplift, support, and amplify the work of Black, brown, Indigenous, and other 

historically excluded ecologists, who must function in spaces—both in the halls of the academy 

and in the so-called urban wilds—that can be hostile and even dangerous.129 This means the 

culture, not just the makeup, of the ecological sciences must change, dynamics that are related to 

the effort CEA for plant-human solidarity puts into dismantling exclusionary forms of human 

supremacy, and are thoughtfully articulated in a range of disciplines, from anticolonial science 

(Liboiron 2021) to “whitestream” pedagogy in STEM fields (Grande 2004, 68). 

Deepening and extending dominant Western ecology’s approach along another avenue, 

 
129. Well-publicized events of recent months and years—exemplified by Christian Cooper’s experience 
birding in Central Park in May 2020 (Nir 2020)—have brought this phenomenon to light, but of course it 
has always been present, and was likely worse in the decades before cell phones and social media made 
the phenomenon visible to a wider audience. A range of Black and brown field researchers have talked 
publicly about their experiences recently, with these vulnerable and potentially re-traumatizing accounts 
offered to a wider public—and to elites within their own fields—many of whom are woefully unaware of 
the dynamics that make fieldwork, one of the bread-and-butter aspects of ecological science, a fraught 
realm for those who don’t fit the normative conception of who a “scientist” is. See for example Viglione 
2020, Larson 2020. 
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other recent proposals have added additional layers of complexity to the ecology of paradigm 

outlined by Pickett et al. In 2020 Rupprecht et al. offered a “multispecies sustainability review,” 

positing more-than-human and multispecies concerns as another axis around which to consider 

and evaluate methodological approaches and interpretations within urban ecology. Taking a 

nuanced view of sustainability that puts equity front and center, like Pickett et al. they seek a 

vision of sustainability that prioritizes interdisciplinarity, but extend that lens towards the 

expertise of more-than-human intelligences, suggesting that “Multispecies sustainability means 

meeting the diverse, changing, interdependent, and irreducibly inseparable needs of all species of 

the present, while enhancing the ability of future generations of all species to meet their own 

needs” (5).  

These developments—from multispecies sustainability to ecology for the city to the 

ecological consequences of systemic racism—are encouraging indications that some of the 

normative limitations and shortcomings of urban ecology and other dominant Western sciences 

with long histories of exclusion are being changed from within by historically excluded 

practitioners and their allies, by incisive transdisciplinary collaborative work in teams, and by 

deep engagement from outside the discipline from fields like political ecology and multispecies 

studies. These developments also make space for settings that interdisciplinary, artistically 

driven fields like CEA for plant-human solidarity have the potential to contribute to and 

participate in, an area of opportunity that is also expanded by the growing field of civic science, 

which we will investigate shortly.  

2.6.5. Novel Ecosystems Science, Ruderal Ecologies, and Invasion Biology 

Any exploration of urban ecology ends up confronting questions around the migration 

and spread of particular communities of more-than-human life in tandem with dense human 



206 

populations and their attendant landscape transformations. These life forms—whether labeled 

“cosmopolitan” or “weedy,” “disturbance-adapted” or “invasive”—have become the subject of 

much interest and controversy in the ecological sciences. Although the dynamics of species 

introductions and human-modified landscapes are commonly addressed in urban ecology more 

generally, the related fields of invasion ecology and novel ecosystems science also have much to 

say on these topics. By far the older, more established field, invasion biology has been around 

since the 1950s, and expanded greatly in the 1980s and 1990s. Novel ecosystems science is a 

much younger, less codified field that emerged in the 2000s.  

While human and more-than-human beings—and soils, waters, and air, of course!—have 

always moved, migrated, and reconfigured themselves, the scale and rate at which these 

transformations happen has intensified greatly since the advent of European colonial expansion 

and invasion, and has continued to grow as industrialization, urbanization and globalization have 

intensified (Marché II 2017). For example, as has been widely cited in Anthropocene discourses, 

human activity now accounts for more sediment movement yearly than is moved by non-

anthropogenic processes like weather-based erosion. Cargo ships and planes crisscross the globe, 

creating what some have referred to as a “new Pangea” (Robbins 2004) in which land masses 

that have been separated by mostly impassable oceans for millennia are now connected. These 

processes create myriad possibilities for more-than-human life to move, too. 

Early in colonization, introducing living beings from one continent to another was part of 

the strategy of European invasion and Indigenous dispossession, which, as we have explored, 

revolved around landscape transformation (Cronon 1995; Wolfe 2006). Settlers purposefully 

brought their sources of food and livelihood, in some cases attempting to export and reinstall 

whole ecosystems (Mack 2003). Enslaved people stolen from their homelands also brought plant 
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and animals companions with them when they could (Schiebinger 2007). Initially these 

transformations were largely celebrated by colonists and explored with interest in the Western 

sciences (Meyers and Pritchard 1999). It wasn’t until the early twentieth century, at least on the 

North American continent, that some working in dominant Western sciences began to question 

the wholesale, purposeful exportation and importation of more-than-human life around the globe 

(Marché II 2017).  It took another thirty years for the field of invasion biology to arise, growing 

alongside interest in ecosystem science.  Focused in various ways on studying, mitigating, and 

managing the detrimental impacts of introduced species that are seen as too successful, the field 

has become well-established over the last half-century. While an in-depth review of invasion 

biology is beyond our capacity here, it is worth exploring the genesis and growth of the field to 

some degree because aspects of it influence perceptions and interactions with weedy, introduced, 

and so-called invasive vegetal life both within and beyond the field itself.  

While the term “weed,”—used colloquially to refer to unwanted or undesirable forms of 

vegetation—has been part of the English language for at least a millennium, “invasive” as 

applied to plant life has more recent origins (Irons 2020). The term was originally defined by 

zoologist Charles Elton in his 1958 book on the topic, in which he describes a “biological 

invasion” as “the enormous increase in numbers of some kind of living organism” often due to 

introduction to a novel environment (Elton 1958, 15). Writing in the wake of the Second World 

War and hyped up, xenophobic sentiment around “Yellow peril” (Seto 2015) Elton employed 

militaristic terminology, likening the arrival of new species to a “bombardment,” with 

“ecological explosions” akin to nuclear bombs (Elton 1958, 16). Now known as invasion biology 

or invasion science (Mooney 2017) the field he helped found has grown exponentially since the 

1950s, and the term “invasive” is used in many contexts, from municipal codes to dinner menus. 
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Like any term used across disciplines and contexts, its meaning is slippery. While colloquially 

the term is often used to describe any being not considered native to a region—“native” being a 

questionable designation in its own right (Gould 1998)—at the federal level in the United States 

“invasive species” are defined as those “whose introduction causes or is likely to cause economic 

or environmental harm or harm to human health” (Beck et al. 2008).130 As invasion biology has 

grown, there has been a greater and greater emphasis on framing so-called invasive species as a 

major driver of biodiversity decline and extinction, leading at times to extreme measures being 

taken to contain and eradicate life forms identified as invasive. Some argue this framing is more 

aligned with economic losses and corporate interests than with actual biodiversity declines, and 

attempt to debunk the whole field as a sham.131  

Regardless, in terms of management and containment of life-forms who act invasively in 

some contexts, the balance between benefits and harms is a delicate one. The methods and means 

of controlling and eradicating so-called invasive species are often damaging in and of 

themselves—whether they involve mechanical removal that creates more disturbance and 

disruption, or herbicide or pesticide use, which can have broader systemic impacts—so weighing 

 
130. The intertwining of attitudes towards so-called invasive species, introduced species, and those who 
are able to live in close association with contemporary human-driven landscape transformations is 
significant, as is the cross-over between xenophobia directed towards human migrants and the vitriolic 
campaigns against unwanted and undesirable plants who have been designated as invasive. This topic has 
been covered—a will be further covered—in other sections, but is worth noting here, as we remind 
ourselves again and again that science is never neutral or formed in a vacuum.  
131. For example, conservation biologist David Theodoropoulos, author of the book Invasion Biology: A 
Critique of a Pseudoscience (2003), is known for statements like “every time you hear the word invasive 
species—think Monsanto,” (Theodoropoulos 2011) arguing that attempts to eradicate successful non-
native species are promoted by chemical corporations intent on selling herbicides. In response to critiques 
like this one, take a recent opinion piece by veteran conservationist Ted Williams. He vehemently defends 
an herbicide-based approach, arguing that there is a “hysteria” around the connections between herbicide 
application and cancer in human populations (Williams 2019). He insists that Monsanto’s glyphosate is 
“the safest herbicide ever used,” (para. 1) and advocates for broadcasting the chemical across swathes of 
landscape in addition to more targeted point applications. These two viewpoints are a microcosm of the 
polarized approach to living alongside so-called invasive species in the contemporary American climate. 
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impacts is essential. This is part of the reason many question the rhetoric used in discussing the 

management of so-called invasive species. If we believe in the power of language—I do!—we 

should understand that violent, fear-based rhetoric can drive violent, fear-based responses 

(Stanescu and Cummings 2017).132 

To return to the data, which is so easily masked by fear-based rhetoric, while the drivers 

of extinction are complex and multifaceted, again and again studies and reports show that 

human-driven habitat destruction has been—and will continue to be—the top cause of 

biodiversity decline (Howard, Flather, and Stephens 2020; Wilcove et al. 1998). Depending on 

how the data are crunched, species invasions do play a role in biodiversity decline, but in specific 

ways that are context-responsive and entangled with the impacts of habitat destruction (Aronson 

et al. 2015; Dillon et al. 2018). In many cases, so-called invasive species flourish as the 

passengers rather than drivers of ecological degradation (MacDougall and Turkington 2005). In 

other cases, introduced species naturalize and don’t reduce—or may even support—native 

species diversity (Schlaepfer, Sax, and Olden 2011). Additionally, as noted, “solutions” for 

stemming the spread of migrating species are often expensive, ineffective, and even at times 

destructive (Wilgen et al. 2012). Even so, an obsession with eradicating so-called invaders 

persists among conservation-minded Americans (Lidström et al. 2016). Promoted through 

campaigns that often other and vilify the species in question, the effort claims the attention and 

 
132. In addition, as we will explore in the upcoming section on novel ecosystems science, in the context 
of climate change and the massive impacts of development and extraction, many ecosystems are 
permanently transformed, and no amount of human investment—in terms of labor or poison—will return 
them to what is sometimes referred to as a “reference state” (McNellie et al. 2020, 6703). Putting aside 
the question of deciding what the right “reference” state is, many of these systems are dependent upon 
phenomena that are no longer present—and are unlikely to be again in the scale of time that is relevant for 
most contemporary restoration schemes—whether intricately intertwined with pre-invasion forms of 
Indigenous human land stewardship, or dependent on megafauna who are now extinct, and/or altered by 
extraction or toxins or development. 
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energy of conservation biologists, agrochemical engineers, and weekend “weed warriors” across 

the United States (Maryland Invasive Species Council 2015, “Weekend Weed Warriors” 2018). 

In contrast to invasion biology—with its focus on the role of particular species in habitat 

decline and biodiversity reduction—is the more recently ascendent field of novel ecosystems 

science. Also contentious (Miller and Bestelmeyer 2016), novel ecosystems science takes a 

different conceptual approach to address some of the same phenomena around species 

introductions, and also integrates a more substantial interest in human-driven climate change and 

habitat transformation (Hobbs et al. 2006). Starting from the recognition that it is often 

impractical or even impossible to restore heavily impacted habitats and species configurations to 

some ill-defined “before,”—known as a “reference state” or “historical ecosystem”—theorists 

and researchers working in this area seek to describe and understand so-called novel ecosystems 

in order to better understand their current role and future potential as a permanent—if 

permanently dynamic—element of our contemporary global environment (McNellie et al. 

2020).133 Known also as “no analog” or “emerging” systems (Williams and Jackson 2007, 475), 

definitions for what comprises a novel ecosystem vary, just as ecosystems in question vary in 

their degree of novelty, from a range of introduced species in a largely intact system—like the 

impacts of garlic mustard/Alliaria petiolata on the soil biota of Northeastern hardwood forests 

(Burke and Hewins 2010)—to a completely here-to-for nonexistent system, like the bacterial and 

invertebrate communities that inhabit urban wastewater systems (LaMartina, Mohaimani, and 

Newton 2021).  Most definitions of what denotes a novel ecosystem hinge on the degree of 

 
133. McNellie el al. offer a reconfigured framework for what they describe as the “reference state” or 
“benchmark concept” offering the “contemporary reference state” as “a major conceptual shift that 
focuses on current ecological patterns and identifies areas with higher biodiversity values relative to other 
locations within the same ecosystem, regardless of the disturbance history” as an alternative that 
addresses some of the challenges of choosing “which state” or “which baseline” is an appropriate one to 
measure against (2020, 6702). 
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transformation from “historical” or “reference” conditions, and the degree to which that change 

is reversible. For example, in their 2013 textbook on the field, Hobbs, Higgs, and Hall write:  

A novel ecosystem is a system of abiotic, biotic and social components that, by virtue of 

human influence, differ from those that prevailed historically, having a tendency to self-

organize and manifest novel qualities without intensive human management. Novel 

ecosystems are distinguished from hybrid ecosystems by practical limitations (a 

combination of ecological, environmental and social thresholds) on the recovery of 

historical qualities. (58)  

While careful to assert that novelty should not be assumed to be beneficial in and of 

itself, many researchers in this area take a perspective that frames these shifts not in terms of 

lack, debasement, or baseline rejection, but rather in terms of acceptance—what we might even 

frame as an ecologist’s version of “staying with the trouble” (Haraway 2016).  From what I’ve 

observed, novel ecosystems specialists are careful to note that they still advocate for restoration 

and conservation of threatened organisms, habitats and lifeways found in historical and hybrid 

ecosystems where possible and practical (Hobbs, Higgs, and Hall 2013, 17), and they also look 

at ecosystems that others might file away as “spoiled” or “compromised” in a way that has been 

described as “pragmatic” (Miller and Bestelmeyer 2016, 577).134 With this pragmatic outlook 

novel ecosystems researchers ask when and how, in the face of biodiversity collapse and habitat 

decline, novel ecological relationships in here-to-for nonexistent habitats might increase chances 

for biodiversity and human/more-than-human thriving, and when it is determined they don’t—a 

 
134. Here I see a philosophy akin to the both/and rhetorical approach advocated by hooks (2003), and the 
ability to hold contamination and promise together found strains of queer ecologies and Indigenous and 
feminist STS (Murphy 2017; Shotwell 2016). 
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fraught and complex assessment to make—what are the least harmful, most fruitful interventions 

ecologists and others working in fields associated with restoration and conservation can 

contribute? (Hobbs, Higgs, and Hall 2013, 18) 

Research into novel ecosystems has observed endangered birds rebounding through 

partnerships with non-native trees in post-agricultural habitats (Hobbs, Higgs, and Hall 2013, 

16), orchids that have lost habitat elsewhere flourishing on piles of mine tailings (Donaheu 

2016), and speculated that forms of speciation are emanating from these dynamic and transient 

sites even as they contribute to extinctions as well (Bull and Maron 2016). While it is important 

not to romanticize these landscapes, and to always keep in mind that they are born of destruction, 

extraction, and violence that can have ongoing detrimental ecosocial impacts, it is worth taking 

them at face value as potential spaces for more-than-human thriving, that, despite their dark 

histories and ongoing threats, should not be dismissed outright.135  

From this cursory review of the dominant Western forms of ecological science, I hope it 

is clear that context is important in all approaches to landscape care and stewardship. One-size-

fits all solutions, while efficient and desirable from a regulatory and economic perspective, are 

problematic, and even well-intentioned but misguided restoration attempts can cause more harm 

than good. Alongside these cautionary tales, well-researched, slow, careful reciprocal work with 

 
135. In Spring 2018, I helped organize the symposium Ruderal Ecologies: Grounds for Change, a 
collaboration between Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s STS and Arts Departments and the Sanctuary for 
Independent Media. One of the keynote speakers was Aaron Mair, public health expert, longtime 
environmental justice activist and advocate, and former Sierra Club president (Mair 2018). Intrigued by 
the concept of ruderal ecologies, Mair attended the conference with interest and reminded us, at various 
points, a sentiment along the lines of “ruderal ecology without environmental justice is racist.” His insight 
is one that must always be kept from and center: understanding the function—both the affordances and 
challenges—of ruderal and novel ecosystems must go hand in hand with reducing the harmful effects of 
their inequitable distribution, which often falls along intersecting lines of race and class in ways that 
match the ongoing impacts of redlining and other forms of racial discrimination that impact the 
inequitable distribution of environmental harms (Schell et al. 2020). 
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species assemblages indigenous to a bioregion can increase the ability of individual beings to 

flourish alongside newcomers, actually increasing biodiversity (Vitule et al. 2012, 1153). This is 

certainly not always the case, but it is a huge gift when we can identify and appreciate it. If we 

don't look closely enough, or know to expect it, it is a gift we might overlook, a loss we can 

scarcely afford in these compromised times. 

2.6.6. A Role for Civic Science  

Context specific, slow, and detailed land stewardship takes many eyes, hands, and hearts 

attending to human and more-than-human interactions on a local level. While there are many 

avenues through which this can happen, broader public engagement with urban ecology is one 

means. While Pickett et al.’s characterization of ecology for the city attempts to do some of this 

work, collaboration and community engagement with the ecological sciences is even more 

directly addressed in the growing field of civic science.  Often used interchangeably with 

“citizen science” and “community” or “grassroots” science, civic science is as hybrid form of 

scientific inquiry that combines local, community-based knowledge with “professional” or 

discipline-specific techniques drawn from dominant Western approaches to generating scientific 

knowledge (Corburn 2005, 3).136 In his book Street Science Corburn refers to this process as “co-

 
136. There is a complex genealogy to the use of any of these terms that I am unable to wade into 
thoroughly here, but that I want to address at least briefly. Corburn uses the term “street science” to 
address that which emphasizes the value of local knowledge and agency in identifying and addressing 
issues around public health and environmental injustice (2005). I have chosen the term “civic science” to 
get at a broader subset of participatory science activities without using the loaded term “citizen” which 
has exclusionary implications that reinscribe nationalist assumptions about who “citizens” are and what 
their rights are in regard to equitable distribution ecosocial rights and benefits. This is a nuance explored 
by Public Lab founding member Shannon Dosemagen, who, in a wide-range essay about her 
organization’s shift from “civic” to “community” science, traces ebbs and flows across both terms and 
their “messy” intersection (2020, sec. Community Science para. 4). As she relates, in 2005 STS scholars 
Kim and Mike Fortun coined the term civic science, suggesting it is science “that questions the state of 
things, not a science that simply serves the state,” (Fortun and Fortun quoted in Dosemagen 2020, sec. 
Civic Science para. 5) while in 2019 the Rita Allen foundation described it as “a culture…in which broad 
engagement with science and evidence helps to inform solutions to society’s most pressing problems” 
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producing expertise” drawing on the STS concept of “co-production,” (via Jasanoff and Wynne 

1998) which he defines as the “interdependence of scientific knowledge and political order” 

(Corburn 2005, 40), as we will explore in more detail shortly.  

As Aya Kimura and Abby Kinchy explore in their recent book Science for the People—

focusing on what they call “environmental citizen science”—there are both many models for 

civic science, and many responses to its spread, ranging from naive enthusiasm for its ability to 

democratize science and increase scientific literacy, to deep cynicism that it does anything other 

than exploit volunteers to benefit corporate agendas and enable government cost-cutting 

(2019).137 As we have identified many times prior, no discipline is a monolith, and looking 

carefully at the context and impact of individual civic science initiatives reveals a huge range of 

impacts when it comes to their ability to—as Corburn describes it—confront “the inequitable 

distributions of power in the science-policy making process” (2005, 4). Alongside these concerns 

around the flows of power and capital functioning any civic science arrangement, the 

increasingly relevance of the field means, as Kinchy and Kimura suggest, it is “important to 

understand how citizen science affects people’s lives and environments” and develop and 

employ “language for talking about the complexity and contradictions within environmental 

citizen science so we can move beyond generalizations to grapple with the specific dilemmas” 

 
which “requires building new knowledge and collaborations across many sectors” (Rita Allen foundation 
quoted in Dosemagen 2020, sec. Community Science para. 4). Dosemagen portrays Public Lab’s vision 
of community science as more aligned with Corburn’s vision for street science, with roots in “grassroots 
organizing, socially situated data collection, and accessible technology” but acknowledges that the term 
has been recently been appropriated by and applied to initiatives that lack genuine engagement with those 
outside of institutional structures (para. 16). 
137. Both Corburn and Kimura and Kinchy provide helpful summaries of the history and current state of 
activities that commonly fall under the umbrella of citizen, community, or civic science. Their level of 
nuance well exceeds what I can address here, but it’s important to note that broad terms like “citizen 
science” and even “environmental civic science” in no way captures the diversity of approaches to 
activities that might be included under this moniker, from DIY bio to community-based participatory 
research (Kimura and Kinchy 2019, chapter 1). 
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commonly faced in the field (2019, 3). In this spirit I will provide a few examples of different 

strains of what we might describe as “environmental civic science,” followed by some analysis 

of how CEA for plant-human solidarity has the potential to fit into these arrangements.  

In some cases, civic science depends on a more top-down approach where scientists 

design studies that involve “non-experts” in hands-on ways that create opportunities for the 

exchange of knowledge or skills. I am currently engaged as a participant in a study that provides 

a good example of this approach, through the Land Institute’s emerging civic science initiative. 

A non-profit organization based in Salina, Kansas, as described on their website, the Land 

Institute (TLI) carries out “science-based research” focused on developing alternatives to 

contemporary “destructive agricultural practices” particularly through breeding perennial grain 

crops that can be used in polyculture (as opposed to monocultural) systems. Two years ago, I 

became a participant in their civic science program, as a member of their “ecotype isolation 

cohort” focused on growing agriculturally relevant wild perennial plants in diverse habitats 

around the United States. I received materials—including living beings in the form of thirty-six 

Silphium integrifolium/wholeleaf rosinweed seedlings—accompanied by virtual trainings, 

educational resources, and enrichment opportunities in the form of seminars and social 

engagements with other participants and facilitators. In return I have provided the TLI project 

coordinators—who range from plant biologists to crop breeders to ethnobotanists—with labor 

and expertise. I have planted and monitored the seedlings, occasionally trimming the grass 

around them, recorded statistics on their growth, and collected their seeds as the ripen. I have 

also provided on-the-ground knowledge of the local ecosocial community in which the study 

plots are sited, what scholars of civic science might call “contextual intelligence” (Corburn 2005, 

4). In this role I serve as an ambassador, trouble-shooter, plant steward, and key partner in the 
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achievement of the study goal, which, ultimately, involves harvesting seeds to return to TLI for 

additional study and cross-breeding. Along the way I have been invited to record my experiences 

not just in the ways conventionally associated with dominate Western ecological sciences, but in 

more expansive, less disciplinarily-specific ways that draw on other forms of expertise, from 

storytelling to photography, and also integrate my personal approach to art-making.138 This two-

way flow allows me to expose project coordinators to my understanding of plant as partners and 

collaborators in art and science, and my choice of an unusual habitat, a former parking lot/lawn 

in the process of un-lawning with the Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory, as I will explore in 

more detail in chapter 3. 

In other cases, the approach to civic science is more ground-up, where those with access 

to scientific tools and techniques for studying issues of environmental contamination or public 

health work directly with local community members to identify issues of concern and develop 

approaches to studying them. This approach has been key to many environmental justice 

struggles, for example to work being done in the New York State Capital Region around 

pollution from the Norlite facility, a factory that incinerates hazardous waste as part of its 

manufacturing process, and is located in an urban area directly adjacent to a public housing 

complex. Local stakeholders living in this city-provided housing and other residences nearby 

report having experienced asthma and other symptoms associated with poor air quality for years 

(Publow 2021). Agitation at the community level by activists, stakeholders, and local 

institutions, who systematically tracked symptoms and the outputs of the plant, worked with 

advocates to push the New York State Department of Conservation to install monitoring stations 

 
138. Chapter 4 includes passages from a conversation with Aubrey Streit Krug, TLI’s director of 
ecosphere studies, where she elaborates on her impressions of how storytelling and language impact 
plant-human relationships across disciplines. 
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on the grounds of the housing complex (DEC 2021).  As Kimura and Kinchy note, there are 

many more factors than the veracity of scientific data that impact whether or not environmental 

citizen science projects are successful, and in the case of Norlite, it is unclear whether additional 

monitoring by the DEC will lead to improved air quality down the road. Regardless community-

based research—from sampling of dust in resident’s attics to informal tracking of 

epidemiological impacts—has been essential to pushing the struggle further into the media 

spotlight (“Norlite Plant Burning PFOA’s for Department of Defense, Cohoes, NY, USA” 2020).   

Civic science also happens at the quasi-institutional level of community-based labs and 

organizations that exist outside of government or university contexts, and often involve artists. 

While highly varied, in some settings a combination of DIY techniques and professional 

knowledge come together to provide the tools and resources for under-resourced and historically 

excluded communities to gather relevant environmental data they might not otherwise be able to 

produce (Rey-Mazón et al. 2018, 973). Examples of such labs and organizations include the 

Public Lab for Open Technology and Science, Science for the People, and, here in Troy, 

NATURE Lab (North Troy Art, Technology, and Urban Research in Ecology Lab). Founded by 

The Sanctuary for Independent Media, a non-profit organization, that, as described on their 

website, uses “art, science, participatory action to promote social and environmental justice and 

freedom of creative expression,” NATURE Lab is currently engaged in a variety of initiatives 

that are driven by community concerns around mental and physical health and trauma (The 

Sanctuary for Independent Media, n.d.). These projects range from the DIY soil testing initiative 

Our Soil—lead by Dr. Abby Kinchy—to a collaboration with Riverkeeper to mentor Water 

Justice Fellows in testing water quality in the Hudson River, to the emerging People’s Health 

Sanctuary, which has held workshops and panels on grief, gun violence, and COVID safety, to 
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name a few.  

To return to the co-production of knowledge, one contribution CEA for plant-human 

solidarity can make through participating in environmental civic science is to shift the frame to 

ask questions about how knowledge is co-produced not just through varieties of human expertise, 

but within the context of knowledge arising from and transmitting to us through deep 

engagement with the living land. As Corburn explores, this is not totally out of step with Jasanoff 

and Wynne’s conception of co-production, which he characterizes this way: 

Since both professionals and lay people have “expert” contributions to make to 

environmental health decisions, we might think about expertise as being “co-produced.” 

Jasanoff and Wynne (1998) refer to “co- production” to describe the interdependence of 

scientific knowledge and political order. As mentioned above, in the co-production 

model, scientific knowledge and social order evolve jointly; science is understood as 

dependent on the natural world, as well as on historical events, social practices, material 

resources, and institutions that contribute to the construction, dissemination, and use of 

scientific knowledge. (40) 

From my perspective as a practitioner of CEA for plant-human solidarity I would frame 

the “social order” in a way that asks us to envision the social as also including our interactions 

with the more-than-human world and living land. As a participant in a civic science project, or 

someone running something akin to one myself—some of my projects like the Lawn 

(Re)Disturbance Laboratory include aspects of civic science—a commitment to communicating 

how and why plants are valid and essential ecosocial collaborators is a key part of my role as a 

CEA practitioner, and this commitment takes the form of phytocentric pedagogy. I view civic 

science as a valuable—if caveat laden—field of knowledge production and as another venue in 
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which interventions on behalf of plant-human solidarity can be made, as I will explore in more 

detail in the coming chapters. 

Artistic projects that involve aspects of environmental civic science run the gamut, from 

recent projects like Candace Thompson’s Collaborative Urban Resilience Banquet (The 

C.U.R.B.)—which involves comparative contamination testing of urban foraged food and mass 

market grocery store food, among much else—to Laura Chipley’s Appalachian Mountaintop 

Patrol, which trains local stakeholders to monitor mountaintop removal via drone—to the Urban 

Soil Institute’s Art Extension Unit, with a range of collaborators working on urban soil science 

and art. Precedents can be found in projects mentioned earlier, like Natalie Jeremijenko’s Feral 

Robotic Dogs and Beatriz Da Costa’s PigeonBlog. As I will explore in chapter 3, these projects 

also fit the rubric of art-science collaboration, especially in the vein explored by Born and Barry 

in their article “The Public Experiment” (2010), which puts an emphasis on the ability of art-

science collaborations to create new knowledge and new publics for science, rather than simply 

translating or amplifying science that has already been done. 

2.6.7. Keeping Tabs: Beyond Amplification, in Collaboration and Conversation 

Regardless of its faults and strengths, research happening across fields of dominant 

Western earth and environmental sciences is one key mode through which knowledge around 

human and more-than-human entanglements with land and other earth systems in urban settings 

is generated. As I hope I’ve indicated above, these are consequential ways of knowing with 

potential to impact future world-making endeavors, both within cities and beyond. We all stand 

to benefit from urban ecology’s commitment to being deeply attentive to the lifeways of urban 

dwelling organisms. Even when framed in a reductive ecosystems services framework or taking 

a universalizing stance of “humans in general” or “cities around the world,” there is obviously 
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invaluable information being offered about on the ground experiences of urban organisms and 

their lifeways, thus expanding the reach of the findings of urban ecologists—both by contesting 

and amplifying—is an essential aspect of my approach to CEA.  

The attentive but circumspect orientation I am attempting to cultivate with urban ecology 

resonates with feminist science studies scholar Catriona Sandilands' ruminations on her 

relationship to the field of environmental science. Asking crucial questions about the 

responsibility of those of us positioned in the arts and humanities to follow relevant scientific 

literature when we know that they are “both a crucial source of (often ignored) knowledge and 

also a historically and institutionally specific understanding of ‘environment’ that does not 

represent all there is to know about the natural world,” Sandilands concludes that it is “very 

important for scholars in the arts and humanities to actually have a good grasp of the scientific 

literature”(Cielemęcka, Szczygielska, and Sandilands 2019, 6) but that comes along  some 

caveats. While we may have the responsibility to follow scientific literature on the organisms 

and ecosystems that we’re engaged with, that does not mean we are beholden to be  

driven by any particular element of that science, as if my primary responsibility is simply 

to publicize ‘what the science tells us.’ I think I am obliged to talk about history, about 

culture and values, and about different kinds of botanical knowledge (literary, scientific, 

practical) as they also play a role in our understandings of the plant, and not just in the 

realm in which we ‘manage’ it according to some combination of scientific research and 

humanistic value-calculation. (7)   

This perspective, coming from feminist STS and queer ecologies, also resonates with TJ Demos’ 

approach to the importance for artists in remaining attentive to how ecological knowledge is 

produced, as he explores in Decolonizing Nature:  
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Facing this dilemma, we must be aware of the fact that what we know about the 

environment—knowledge that will determine our future actions and chances of 

survival—is owed to the diverse practices and institutions that represent it. As such, we 

can only affirm the need for a critical realism that both refuses to relinquish the validity 

of science and remains dedicated to a guarded analysis of ecological discourse as a 

representational system forged at the intersection of power and knowledge. (2016, 34) 

In these words from Demos we once again run into generative friction—art provides a 

vessel, a container, for holding together diverse knowledge streams and asking productive 

questions about how they interact in ways that can cause discomfort or bring together disjunctive 

or even contradictory truths growing out of disparate world views and approaches. As a 

practitioner interested in vegetal agency and plant-human solidarity, another knowledge stream 

and perspective it is incumbent upon me to acknowledge and engage with is the approach of the 

many Indigenous worldviews in which plants are understood as nonhuman persons and/or as 

relatives and kin.   

2.7. Ecological Knowledge Beyond Dominant, Western Science 

Perhaps you’ve heard that there may be upwards of a trillion species on Earth, and that 

more ninety-nine percent of them are “yet to be discovered” (NSF 2016). Hot on the heels of 

such a statement often comes another: that species are disappearing at such a rate that many will 

be extinct before they are ever identified (Coniff 2018). Even as I pause, gripped by a deep 

wonder and grief each time I contemplate this scale of biodiversity and loss, it is important to 

temper this framing. Tallying species into the billions is a practice distinctly rooted the paradigm 

of dominant Western earth sciences, in which dividing, categorizing, and identifying lifeforms as 

“species objects” is a key aspect of knowing them (Kirksey 2015). Another way to frame this 
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story/theory is that there are trillions of both age old and novel interrelationships between life 

forms and land evolving, forming, and re-forming all the time. This incomprehensible diversity 

of interrelationships generates myriad forms of human experience, which in turn create distinct, 

specific ways of knowing that are both ongoing and dynamic. The dominant Western earth 

sciences provide one way to filter, organize, and make sense of some of these interrelationships, 

but there have been, are, and will continue to be, many others.  

In contemporary, Euro-Western academic and research contexts, ways of knowing 

developed by human communities living in relatively consistent, deep relationship to specific 

ecosocial landscapes over millennia are described by multiple terms, including Traditional 

Knowledge (TK), Indigenous knowledges (IK), land-based knowledges, and traditional 

ecological knowledge (TEK).139 Just as the terminology varies, so too do the definitions, with 

some concluding that there is no satisfactory definition because “traditional knowledge cannot be 

simply compartmentalized by academic disciplinary categories” (Matsui 2015, 2). Thus, rather 

than dwelling on how to define Traditional Knowledges, we will look at specific instances of 

human-plant interactions that are offered as stories/theories by Indigenous people and those who 

work closely with them.  

 
139. From what I’ve observed and read, while traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) has become a 
fairly common and widespread way to refer to Indigenous ways of knowing the living land—especially 
among NGOs—some Indigenous scholars and those who continue to practice these ways of knowing 
object to the limitation of the term “ecological” as a confining term that, in a very settler-colonial way, 
attempts to codify, limit, and define these knowledges as limited to “ecology” or “nature” which in 
settler-colonial culture, as we’ve explored prior, is often bifurcated from culture. Traditional knowledges 
or land-based knowledges refuse this binary orientation, thus I’ve chosen to use this terminology, 
although I will certainly draw on some sources who use the term TEK (Anderson et al. 1998). In their 
recent writing on anticolonial science, Max Liboiron refers to Traditional Knowledge, and frames it as 
distinct from Indigenous science, which, as they describe it “refers to science done by and for Indigenous 
people within Indigenous cosmologies. Botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass, where she 
narrates botany through Potawatomi traditions and teachings, is an example of doing Indigenous science 
in academia.” They add, as an aside that “I believe most Indigenous science is done outside of academia 
and we will never hear about it” (Liboiron 2021, 27). I must say I agree! 
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I recount these stories/theories with a full acknowledgement that my understanding and 

interpretations of these accounts will always be only partial and deeply influenced by my 

positionality as a settler in a society in which settler-colonial violence is ongoing. Additionally, I 

have lived a fairly transient life, moving from small to large to small cities in various bioregions 

across my four decades on this planet. The same is true for my immigrant and settler ancestors 

going back at least two centuries. Additionally, at least during my adult life, the more-than-

human lifeforms I’ve had most consistent exposure to are those who thrive in the midst of forms 

of human disturbance like those explored in the previous section: a cosmopolitan assortment of 

lifeforms living in novel habitats forming novel relationships. I offer this framing as a way of 

illustrating that my capacity to engage with and even begin to comprehend ways of knowing held 

in cultures with long, unbroken relationships to the land is of course limited. I am just at the 

beginning, I have much to learn, and this will be a selective review that provides a few examples, 

among many, of knowledges of plant-human relationships formed outside of dominant Western 

science that have managed to reach me (there are of course, many knowledges that may not even 

be possible to translate across languages and out of specific habitats!) Those related here have 

made it to me largely through the typical contemporary, Euro-Western mediums of print and 

formal public lectures, and there are no doubt countless other knowledges that remain beyond 

this orbit, and beyond the realm of dominant Western sciences to interpret or explain within its 

current theoretical paradigms or technical capacities.140  

Additionally, as many have noted, it is worth being cautious when sharing traditional 

 
140. Some of these teachings have also come to me through direct interaction with the land in the 
presence of experts who practice these ways of knowing, but I have not requested nor received permission 
to record or translate these, nor do I see it as my role to do so at this time. Following Mitchell (2020, 921 
note 4) I rely here on published accounts and oral exchanges recorded in public settings. 
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uses regarding nutrition, health, and spiritual roles of plants due to the pressures of botanical 

prospecting, over-harvesting, and settler colonial appropriation for the so-called “health and 

wellness” industry (Vyas 2021). These are complex concerns that require careful attention to 

abundance and flourishing at a community and ecosystem level, not just individual concerns for 

health and wellness (Young and Black Elk 2020). In the examples to come I don’t focus in 

particular on the ways the gifts these plants offer are used in Traditional Knowledge (as food, 

medicine, in the production of goods) but this information will occasionally crop up as we 

explore insights from these knowledges on how plants live in the world and interact with 

humans.  

We will begin with a potent example I return to again and again: Robin Wall Kimmerer’s 

(2014) well known exploration of Anishinaabe ecological knowledge of 

wiingaashk/sweetgrass/Hierochloe odorata.141 Quoting an Anishinaabe elder, who is herself 

citing the words of her grandmother, Kimmerer shares the story/theory that “If we use a plant 

respectfully, it will stay with us and flourish. If we ignore it, it will go away. If you don’t give it 

respect it will leave us” (157). As Kimmerer explains, this is a widely understood story/theory 

“generated from millennia of observations of plant response to harvest, subject to peer review by 

generations of practitioners, from basketmakers to herbalists” (159). Faced with reports of 

 
141. Wiingaashk is the Ojibwe language term for sweetgrass (Kimmerer 2014, 165). In English the plant 
is also known as vanilla grass. I have never met sweetgrass myself, although their range does extend into 
New England by some accounts (“Hierochloe Odorata” n.d.). Their range is “circumboreal,” meaning the 
plant grows in high latitudes in Asia, Europe, and North America, and they have biocultural relationships 
with humans throughout this range (Veldkamp and Schouten 2017). The Latin name I am familiar with 
for sweetgrass is descriptive: Hierochloe means holy grass, and odorata means fragrant (“Hierochloe 
Odorata” n.d.), but within the Latin classification system, the Poaceae (grass) family is undergoing a 
“realignment” mostly due to “molecular phylogenetic work” so the plant is now (confusingly) known by 
other Latin names, including Anthoxanthum hirtum and Anthoxanthum nitens (Vorontsova and Simon 
2012, 738) based on subtle differences in morphology and genetic characteristics. Regardless of the 
complexities of their binomial classification, I hope to encounter their vanilla scent in person one day. 
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declining sweetgrass populations from local harvesters, Kimmerer teamed up with a graduate 

student, Laurie Reid, to test this story/theory, which is in conflict with certain strains of dominant 

Western ecological restoration science, which tend to generalize most forms of human 

“disturbance” of “wild” plant populations as detrimental.142 Kimmerer provides much more 

detail in Braiding Sweetgrass, as does Reid in her dissertation (2005), but the basic results 

confirm the Anishinaabe story/theory that harvesting sweetgrass according to traditional 

teachings generates more and healthier sweetgrass communities. This is a story/theory that is 

generalizable to an extent—as any gardener can tell you, there are plants who respond well to 

certain forms of harvesting. Geraniums and petunias produce more buds when we “deadhead” 

them, and tomatoes bear more fruit when they are appropriately pruned. There are many plants 

who do not respond this way, and not every reciprocal human-plant relationship is a productive 

step in maintaining, renewing, or inventing means for working towards ecosocial justice—the 

flourishing of certain lawn grasses under the blades of the mower is a key example we’ll explore 

more in chapter 3. Thus, an important aspect of any story/theory is its context-specificity and 

capacity to adapt across time, a point made again and again by Indigenous theorists, scientists, 

and practitioners who insist on the significance of Place-Thought (Watts 2013) and challenge 

pan-indigenous applications of specific Indigenous knowledges, insisting that indigeneity is an 

analytical framework, not an identity, and can be deployed in ways that both unsettle and 

reinscribe colonialism (Arvin 2015). As Kimmerer and countless other scholars and practitioners 

of ecological knowledges falling outside of the domain of dominant Western sciences remind us, 

 
142. Key to note here is the difficulty dominant Western ecological sciences confront in attempting to 
draw neat boundaries between “wild” and “cultivated” in ecological systems that function outside of the 
epistemological frame set up by the Western bifurcation of nature and culture, a topic explored at length 
in Tsing’s 2005 “History of Weediness” chapter in Friction, and in M. Kat Anderson’s 2005 Tending the 
Wild. 
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this knowledge is not static, and must be actively practiced, tested, and “peer reviewed” by 

humans working on the land in close relationship with plants in a way that doesn’t impede plural 

and specific forms of biocultural diversity (Salmón and Young 2021; Black Elk and Young 

2020; Geniusz 2015 xiii-xiv). 

Examples of this flexibility and context-specificity abound, as Mary Siisip Geniusz 

relates in her recent book on Anishinaabe botanical teachings (2015). Acknowledging the 

limitations of writing down knowledge that is meant to live across generations through oral 

teachings and hands-on mentorship, Geniusz relates the promise she made to her teacher, 

Keewaydinoquay, an Anishinaabe medicine woman from the Leelanau Peninsula in Michigan, to 

share the knowledge bequeathed to her. She chose to write a book, a gift I receive with gratitude. 

Across the pages of the book, we encounter a wide range of plant-beings, from introduced 

species like common plantain/white man’s footprint/ginebigowashk/Plantago major to species 

with deep histories in the north eastern corner of North America, like eastern white 

pine/Zhignwaak/Pinus strobus. We meet them in a wide variety of habitats, from mullein 

sprouting in freeway medians—where Geniusz questions their viability as medicine (118)—to 

cattails thickly lining the shores of Northern lakes—where she frames them as “shore defenders” 

who prevent erosion and supply food, medicine, and shelter to human and more-than-human 

animals (121). In relation to mullein, Geniusz describes a teaching that applies to all rosette-

forming plants with a biennial life cycle. Here it is worth quoting her at length, to see how 

ecological knowledge is inseparable from Anishinaabe cosmology, and how it reverberates with 

my own experiences with mullein as described in my introductory vignette: 

Mullein is one of a large group of plants that are easy to spot in the early spring as they 

grow in rosettes, perfect swirls of leaves low to the ground. They start up even when the 
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ice is still on the ground. They are very resistant to frost. Rosette plants can even 

photosynthesize under the snow and right to and through the early frosts. To the Gete-

Anishinaabeg, these plants that grow in a circle, the sacred shape, were seen as plants of 

great strength that had virtues to share with humankind. Rosette plants are everywhere. 

All of the rosette plants are strong medicinals, which, of course, one must be careful in 

using because they are highly effective. 

Mullein comes up as a rosette in the first year of its growth. It is a biannual plant that 

takes two years to go through its life cycle. For that reason, Anishinaabe mashkikiiwinini 

or the mashkikiiwikwe must be sure to take this plant in its second years, after it has had a 

chance to set seed and ensure the survival of its kind in the place it has chosen. If it is 

absolutely necessary to take the first-year plant, it is best to take the outermost leaves of 

the circle, leaving the inner leaves. If one does this, the plant should be able to get 

thought the winter and grow its flower stalk the next summer. It is a poor exchange to 

take the whole plant the first year and deny the plant its maturity and continuance. That is 

not the way to maintain the balance and to get the plant to send its spirit along for the full 

healing of the person. Incurring spiritual debt is taken very seriously by the Anishinaabe 

herbalist, who is worried about her own health and ability to live Anishinaabe-

bimaadiziwin as she is about her patient’s health. In our culture, health and long life are 

the direct results of how we treat other living beings in this cycle. Our elder brothers, the 

plants, the animals, and the Aadizookaanag, are very powerful…we are not taking 

something from inanimate objects, we are taking something from very powerful beings. 

(186-187)143 

 
143. Geniusz provides translations of many Anishinaabe terms in a glossary at the end of her book (2015, 
333-338). Those included in this passage are as follows: Gete-Anishinaabeg: “Old-time Indian, one of the 
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In this passage we see a depth of knowledge about plant physiology and ecosocial 

relationships interwoven with the stories/theories of Anishinaabe cosmology that present more-

than-human life and land as the older, wiser relatives of humans. Geniusz also shares many 

personal stories of her own experiences with plant beings and the way they embed themselves in 

her contemporary life, an aspect of a “rich educational tradition” Geniusz’ daughter Wendy 

Makoonz Geniusz describes as Biskaabiiyang, a self-reflexive form of research that recognizes 

the impacts of colonization on Indigenous knowledge systems while seeking to revitalize them in 

ways “that will be useful for our fellow Anishinaabeg, our own lives, and the rest of the world” 

(Geniusz W.K. 2015, xiv).144  These stories enliven the book and demonstrate the wide range of 

ways plants can be a potent presence in our everyday lives, should we find the means to meet 

and know them. For example, as Geniusz relates, she meets Waawiyebagoon/wild violet/Viola 

spp. in her front lawn early each spring, where they provide a much-needed dose of color and 

 
Old Ones, one of the ancestors” (335); mashkikiiwinin: medicine man (336); mashkikiiwikwe: medicine 
woman (336); Anishinaabe-bimaadiziwin: “’Indian life,’ ‘Anishinaabe life.’…‘the Good Red Road’ or 
‘the ideal Anishinaabe lifestyle’” (334); Aadizookaanag: “the spirit of or character in a traditional or 
sacred story or a legend” (334). 
144. For more on this educational tradition and its relationship to decolonial education and Indigenous 
resurgence, see Wendy Makoons Geniusz’ book Our Knowledge is Not Primitive: Decolonizing 
Anishinaabe Botanical Teachings (2009). There is much to explore here about the depth of difference 
between colonized re-tellings and recordings of Indigenous botanical knowledge and those knowledges as 
held in and practiced by specific Indigenous communities and the living land. One example that begins to 
give a sense of how hard—even impossible—it may be to comprehend Indigenous plant knowledge from 
a colonizer’s perspective is the fact that, as W.M. Geniusz writes, “there are no words for ‘plant’ or 
‘botanical knowledge’ in Anishinaabemowin, although there are names for different plants and various 
ways one can describe certain kinds of plants. There is a word for tree, mitig, but whether or not 
everything we think of as a ‘tree’ in English falls into this category is a matter to be debated. Although 
one can describe wanting to know about how the Anishinaabeg use a mitig, the concept is alien to 
gikendaasowin because the use of trees and plants is not a category prescribed by gikendaasowin. Instead, 
there are things that one learns within the context of izhitwaawin, and these various things require 
learning about how to use, work with, and ask for the assistance of plants and trees” (2009, 52). Geniusz 
describes gikendaasowin as “knowledge, information, and the synthesis of our personal teachings” and 
izhitwaawin as “teachings, culture, customs, history” (11). In each of these examples I see indications of 
the gaps, overlaps, and complexities, not just in terms of language, but in terms of ecosocial ethos and 
orientation. 
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supply essential vitamins after a long winter. She notes their unusual reproductive method—the 

flowers are self-pollinating and runners and underground reproductive structures are their key 

method of propagation—and delights in how they reproduce vigorously even with mowing and 

trampling. As she notes, “provided one does not pour weed killer or grass fertilizers on them” 

they produce in such abundance they will offer “a person’s family beauty and tasty food” for 

years (235). In this anecdote I’m interested to see Geniusz’ willingness to accept the gifts of 

violet in the context of negotiating the naturalcultural phenomenon of the lawn. By refusing 

certain aspects of the lawn—fertilizing and herbicide use—that would damage her relationship 

with violet, she demonstrates the ongoing adaptability of Anishinaabe botanical teachings. 

Before we move to the next section, I want to briefly take a look at some Indigenous 

perspectives specific to urban plant-human relationships drawn from a conversation between 

Métis artist-activist Erin Marie Konsmo urban Cree scholar Karyn Recollet (2019). Found in the 

afterward of Eve Tuck, Wayne K. Yang, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s edited volume Indigenous 

and Decolonizing Studies in Education (2019), Konsmo and Recollet’s wide-ranging 

conversation is themed around “meeting the land(s) where they are at” as a mode of troubling 

essentialist resurgence narratives that revolve around the purity of the land and are thus 

entangled with white supremacy, misogyny, homo/transphobia, and ableism (239). Talking 

through engagements with specific plants and other kin on damaged lands they call for forms of 

land and water-based resurgence that are accessible and safe for the most marginalized—from 

incarcerated women to disabled people to queer and two-spirit youth. Along the way they 

consider perceptions of contaminated medicine embodied in the flesh of a yarrow plant 

encountered at a roadside bus stop in amiskwacîwâskahikan (Edmonton), the healing power of 

blueberries that sprout in a new road cut, and the magic and complexity of collecting eagle 
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feathers at the town dump. As Konsmo reflects on the feather-gathering experience: 

This moment stood out for me, grounded me and haunted me. It was a place where it was 

ok to hold all the contentions of our ill bodies, colonialism, consumerism and realities 

while still being on the land with animal kin. It may not have been the pristine moments 

captured in notions of “back to the land,” but it felt perfect. In the very least, we 

(including animal kin) were together on the land, in the destruction together. No one 

more or less sacred. It allowed my ill body to exist on the land without shame or stigma. 

The feathers we gathered there were later gifted to both two-spirit, trans and gender-

complex youth, as well as a young survivor of sexual violence. (246-247) 

In Konsmo’s words I see a reflection of Murphy’s formulation of alterlife, where the 

commitment to center and care for those most impacted by the ravages of extraction and settler 

colonialism—land, human, and non-human people—is evident, and indeed it turns out Murphy 

has written about Konsmo's art-activist work with the Native Youth Sexual Health Network in 

other contexts (Murphy 2017, 500-501). In committing to formations of life and land Murphy 

describes as alterlife, across their conversation Konsmo and Recollet unsettle romantic notions of 

human-plant-land reciprocity that are premised around visions of pristine or pure waters and 

lands, making space for alternate forms of relationality that the exceed a narrow vision of 

essentialist back to the land narratives. 

While the examples described above don’t begin to express the depth and diversity of 

knowledge held in Indigenous sciences of the living land, I hope they provide a basic sense for 

how these varied streams of knowledge might intertwine with and inform CEA for plant-human 

solidarity. As we will see in the next section, integrating land-based pedagogies emanating from 

a range of Indigenous teaching methodologies and philosophies provides another productive 
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avenue through which to center teaching and learning from and with plants in critical ecosocial 

artistic practice. 

2.8. Extending Placed-Based Environmental Education Through 
Indigenous and Land-Based Pedagogies 

Returning to the pedagogical stream that has ebbed and flowed throughout this 

dissertation, here I would like to explore some specific approaches to teaching and learning that 

both resonate with and challenge my aspirations for phytocentric pedagogy. Emanating from 

Indigenous and land-based ways of knowing, these pedagogical approaches highlight the 

complexities of bringing a critical approach to environmental education on urban land in the 

context of the struggle towards decolonization and environmental justice. Many strands of 

environmental education are oriented towards developing a place-based orientation to the world 

that encourages stewardship and care for more-than-human nature (Woodhouse and Knapp 

2000), themes that have been common not just recently but over the past century in strains 

associated with critical pedagogy. 

While dominant Western earth sciences, Indigenous ecological knowledges, and 

movements for social justice sometimes have overlapping conclusions about how to care for and 

steward more-than-human life and land in the context of our protracted environmental crisis, the 

stories/theories that generate those conclusions are sharply disparate (Cajete 2016). As we have 

explored, in many Indigenous stories/theories, land is alive and sentient, humans are born of it, 

and their lifeways, identities, and knowledges are formed in deep relationship to specific 

communities of human and more-than-human beings (Salmón 2000; Deloria and Wildcat 2001). 

In dominant Western stories/theories “the environment” is often framed as inert, a stage upon 

which charismatic life forms act, and which humans study, appreciate, degrade, or steward from 
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a place outside of and above (Watts 2013; Mitchell 2020). While of course this is a 

simplification, and there are fruitful and essential combinations of these stories/theories (Mitchell 

2020, 914), the basics of the dominant Western approach to the living land tends to pervade 

mainstream environmental education, and urban environmental education is no exception 

(Gruenewald 2003, 619; La Paperson 2014, 115; Bang et al. 2014, 1).  

I have become increasingly attentive to the role played by dominant Western earth 

sciences in environmental education as my practice has expanded to include hands-on 

workshops, walks, and other experiences that blur the lines between environmental education 

and socially engaged art, leading me to questions like: What does it look like to teach and learn 

from the living land in urban environments? What are the caveats to keep in mind when, as a 

white settler, I attempt to learn with and from the land in ways simultaneously informed by 

Indigenous knowledges and dominant Western ecological sciences?  Beyond the rematriation of 

land and economic reparations, how can I work with participants to resist some of the flows of 

knowledge production that grow out of and reinscribe damaging settler colonial stories/theories 

and practices? As usual, exploring these questions calls for much more than a cursory review, 

but given the context of the literature review we are entangled in here, we’ll choose a few 

guiding stars to explore how Indigenous and land-based pedagogy intervenes in and re-shapes 

conventional, Western forms of environmental education. These cursory reviews will set the 

stage for investigating the methodologies and practices I take into account in my exploration of 

phytocentric pedagogy in chapter 3.  

We’ll start by reviewing the basics of the way settler environmentalism impacts urban 

environmental education as described by education scholar La Paperson in their 2014 article “A 
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Ghetto Land Pedagogy: An Antidote to Settler Environmentalism.”145 Paperson opens the article 

by summarizing the role of land in the formation of contemporary North American nation states, 

observing that:  

Land is a predominant concern in settler colonialism, and thus, people are arranged – 

raced, classed, gendered, sexualized, dis/abled, il/legalized – into triadic relations to land: 

the settler whose power lies in shaping the land into his wealth, the Indigenous inhabitant 

whose claim to land must be extinguished, and the chattel slave who must be kept 

landless. (116)  

In their reading, access to land and property is central to the formation and continuation 

of the deep inequities that define settler colonial states. From this starting point, Paperson moves 

on to activate the derogatory term “ghetto” —which they have theorized in depth prior as an 

“dislocation” rather than any fixed space (Paperson 2010, 10)—as a means of describing specific 

kinds of space/place dynamics present under settler colonialism. For Paperson, the so-called 

ghetto is the site of an alternative form of colonialism that takes place within the borders of 

established nation states, as the “territories” in which poor, predominantly Black, brown and 

immigrant urban communities dwell are framed as yet another frontier to be mined and 

exploited.146 As they describe it “settler colonial eyes see the ghetto as sacred wasteland that may 

 
145. La Paperson is an alias of the educator and education scholar K. Wayne Yang, a frequent 
collaborator with Indigenous education scholar Eve Tuck, with whom they co-authored the widely 
circulated—at least within academic educational contexts—article Decolonization is Not a Metaphor 
(2012). 
146. For more on La Paperson/K. Wayne Yang’s theorization of the ghetto in relationship to race, settler 
colonialism, and urban land, see their paper “The Postcolonial Ghetto: Seeing Her Shape and His Hand” 
(2010). Here they defer, as they describe it, to provide “any final, sociological definition of the ghetto” 
but draw on the “classical” analysis of the ghetto as “a racially demarcated space actively constructed by 
Whites, as a method for containing Black community development and mobility” (Leonardo and Hunter 
2007, 798, quoted in Paperson 2010, 10) while also extending “black to signify a blackness beyond 
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be re-inhabited by anybody, with impunity” (117).  

In this neocolonial regime, means of knowing land by dividing and subdividing it, seeing 

each patch as an individual, inert piece to be owned and “improved” continue to animate the 

frontier mentality. Building on Tonawanda Band of Seneca scholar Mishuana Goeman’s concept 

of “storied land” (2008, 23), Paperson offers critical cartography as a curricular method that can 

push back against settler colonial mapping practices, which they describe as “knowledge 

generated in the service of empire” (2014, 123). Paperson suggests that by mapping both time 

and space with an eye towards events and settings of systemic injustice and resistance, students 

and teachers can appreciate how linear narratives—whether of “progress” or injustice—can be 

rethought, and how all land is still Indigenous land (123).147 They suggest that alternative ways 

of seeing and knowing the land through expansive critical mapping strategies will help educators 

and students avoid reinscribing the settler logic of “terra sacer, or sacred/accursed land” often 

used “to describe ghettos as wastelands ripe for rescue by ecological settlers” (116).148  

 
phenotype” and framing it, rather than as an essentially urban space, as “a dislocation from the 
metropole/metropolis” (10). 
147. As Goeman writes, “By organizing meanings of land around ideas of territory and boundaries in 
which our rights are retained, we miss out on very important mechanisms of fighting colonialism. Seeing 
land as storied and providing stories from time immemorial, rather than as a confined place within rigid 
boundaries, will remind us of the responsibility to each other. The people still speak of the sacredness of 
places now claimed by the parks services for instance, or even those gravesites found under shopping 
malls” (2008, 32). By limiting ourselves to the contemporary configuration of “who has legal power at the 
moment” we obfuscate “the power of land to possess us” (27). As I understand it, storied land and critical 
cartography as described here have overlaps with other pedagogical and community-based research tools, 
like DIY community mapping and Participatory Action Research methods that involve alternative forms 
of mapping to record features and flows that are de-prioritized or overlooked by top-down mapping 
methods implemented by states, municipalities, and corporations, and with the broader field of critical 
geography (see Harvey 1996; Massey 1994; Heise 2008). A key difference is the decolonial commitment 
to integrating an Indigenous understanding of time and space that renders Indigenous futures possible, 
conceiving, as Goeman describes it, of “space as a node, rather than linear time construct marked by 
supposed shifting ownerships” (27). 
148. Here La Paperson draws on Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben's accursed man (1998), homo 
sacer, but also makes a play on terra nullis, the legal framework that was used to render the North 
American continent as a so-called “frontier” empty for invasion by settlers through the proclamation of 
manifest destiny. Revising Foucault’s concept of biopower, Agamben describes homo sacer as the 
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Additionally, Paperson is careful to remind us that while these modes of teaching and 

learning from the living land can serve as a means of “deconstructing coloniality” (124) they are 

not, in and of themselves, decolonial methodologies. As Paperson insists—after Tuck and Yang 

(2012) and Smith (1999)— “a decolonizing methodology repatriates Indigenous land and life as 

they have survived before, during, and beyond colonialism” (Paperson 2014, 124). 

Frustratingly—one of many wicked problems we must contend with—Paperson alerts us that 

“antiracist, feminist, and environmental justice work are not automatically the opposite of settler 

colonialism. Decolonization might be incommensurable with projects more generally thought as 

social justice (see Tuck and Yang 2012)” (121).149 Once again, we confront the specter of 

friction and contradiction, and must sort through complexities in ways that are context-

responsive and specific. 

Beyond these theoretical and methodological offerings, Paperson offers several case 

studies of urban environmental education curricula from the Ohlone homelands of current-day 

Oakland, California. In these examples they interweave questions around social and racial 

justice, the Occupy movement, the legacy of the Black Panthers, and mass incarceration into a 

complex and nuanced assessment of the gaps in “eco-pedagogical approaches” that, while they 

may align with anti-racist, feminist, and Indigenous education principles, can miss the complex 

relationships between urban Indigenous life and land, and reinscribe settler colonial land 

 
personification of bare life, life that is “stripped of legal status and expelled from the political 
community…exposed unconditionally to the potential for killing by anyone” (O’Donoghue 2015, sec. 
Sovereign Power and the Law para. 1). 
149. While it is more than we can address in these pages, the theoretical and practical implications of land 
rematriation are being actively researched and practiced (Wires and LaRose 2019; Kepkiewicz 2020; 
Gould and Young 2020), and it is worth considering the ways in which environmental education can 
make space for students to envision both environmental justice and decolonization as practices that don’t 
inherently conflict, and that can exist in tandem outside of a future in which whiteness and its proximate 
values lead to dispossession through gentrification for both communities of color and native people 
(Paperson 2014, 121; Ramírez 2020). 
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relationships (117). They offer several common modes of environmental education that leave 

these gaps in place, describing them as: “environmental racism – a framework that focuses on 

pain; green curriculum – a framework that focuses on rescue; and place-based curriculum – a 

framework that focuses on inclusion, and thus, the replacement of Native land/people with a 

multicultural immigrant nation” (Paperson 2014, 120). A more in-depth look at each of these is 

beyond our scope here, but Paperson’s assessment provides much fodder for contending with 

friction and complicity as I continue my work in this area. Where possible I will reference and 

build on aspects of this article in my assessment of the methods and strategies employed in 

phytocentric pedagogy. 

Paperson’s article is written from the perspective of a settler who is also a person of 

color. I interpret it as aimed at those of us who are not Indigenous, but might benefit from 

considering an approach to teaching and learning in urban habitats that takes Indigenous 

presence, world views, and land-based decolonization in urban settings seriously. This 

orientation, along with others emanating from radical and critical pedagogy (Freire 1968, hooks 

1994) and place-based education (Gruenewald 2003), led me to the work of Ojibwe scholar 

Melissa Bang, a professor of educational psychology who currently runs the project “Learning in 

Places” at the University of Washington. Learning in Places is based in a form of teaching and 

learning Bang describes (after Goeman and others) as “land-based pedagogy” (Bang et al. 2014, 

1). Bang elaborates on this approach in a co-authored case study of her work with urban 

Indigenous families on the lands of Shikaawa, currently known as Chicago.150 

 
150. Notably, in a recent talk, Bang refers to Paolo Freire and acknowledges the lineage of radical 
pedagogy, but explains that many radical pedagogy approaches fall short when it comes 
Anthropocentrism, as they continue to reinscribe what she describes as a “human-centric” or “human 
supremacist” lens (Bang 2020). 
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In the article, entitled “Muskrat theories, tobacco in the streets, and living Chicago as 

Indigenous land” Bang and her team start from the premise that deep knowledge of the so-called 

natural world is a “critical necessity” given the “socio-scientific realities of climate change” 

(2014, 1). They also acknowledging that much of that crucial education will be provided by the 

settler state and settler institutions. Given these truths, Bang’s research contributes to what she 

describes as “ongoing work to uncover the ways in which settler colonialism is entrenched and 

reified in educational environments” through analyzing mainstream environmental education 

from an Indigenous perspective (2). Crucially, in addition to analysis, Bang and her collaborators 

offer methods for recovering and re-centering land-based perspectives in urban environmental 

education that resist the “place-devoid” constructions of knowledge that locate learning “in the 

mind as opposed to in or connected to one’s body and to lands” (5).151 Bang and collaborators 

describe their experience building an urban environmental science curriculum with and for 

Indigenous families, illuminating the process of developing and experimenting with land-based 

pedagogy. 

There are many flows animating the terrain Bang and her collaborators examine, but key 

among them, for our purposes here, is the importance of challenging/(re)telling/(re)storying 

environmental education narratives that naturalize or normalize settler dominance and present 

settler futurity as inevitable and stable (3-4). This includes the imperative to challenge narratives 

that assume assimilation is complete, only engaging with sovereign Indigenous identity through 

historical lenses, i.e., the “ecological Indian” (Bang et al. 2014, 5; Friedel 2011). Bang et al. 

acknowledge work being done at the more-than-human and multispecies interface as having 

potential to disrupt settler colonial anthropocentrism, but they question how broad that influence 

 
151. Here Bang et al. cite advances in the dominant Western science of “embodied cognition” which we 
will explore in passing in the upcoming section on embodied knowledge and multisensorial research. 
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can become in mainstream education (Bang et al. 2014, 7). The difficultly of disrupting 

mainstream educational approaches—even those that give some credence to aspects of critical 

pedagogy—resonates with some key principles offered by Quechua education theorist Sandy 

Grande, who looks at the intersection of critical pedagogy and issues relevant to native and 

Indigenous pedagogy in her 2004 book Red Pedagogy. Cited in Liboiron’s exploration 

anticolonial science (2021) Grande’s list of the five “deep structures of colonialist 

consciousness” that animate settler society (Grande 2004, 66) provides much fodder for doing 

education—and science!—differently. They include:  

1) Belief in progress as change and change as progress; 2) Belief in the effective 

separateness of faith and reason; 3) Belief in the essential quality of the universe and of 

"reality" as impersonal, secular, material, mechanistic, and relativistic; 4) Subscription to 

ontological individualism; 5) Belief in human beings as separate from and superior to the 

rest of nature. (69)152  

These are points we have touched on at various times throughout these pages, and Grande 

helpfully follows them up with a parallel look at related points that animate what she describes as 

contemporary, “modernist” pedagogy (71). I will summarize them here to give a basic sense of 

the more detailed analysis Grande provides. They include: 1) “Independence” in which students 

are expected to be self-reliant to the degree that they develop competitive relationships with 

peers, and a degree of formality that encourages the maintenance of power relationships between 

and among students and teachers; 2) “Achievement” which rewards generalized “excellence” 

and results in the instrumentalization of knowledge; 3) “Humanism” a secular world view that 

 
152. Each of these headings is also accompanied by several sentences briefly explaining the ways in 
which these logics function in settler society. 
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frames spirituality as ideological and inconsequential to ways of knowing the world; 4) 

“Detachment from sources of local and personal knowledge” in which unique student 

perspectives are submerged and the knowledge of those who have “benefitted from the tenets of 

the modern worldview” are prioritized; 5) “Detachment from nature” as the classroom, and 

indoor, built environment, is framed as the most suitable “neutral” learning environment and the 

living world is studied “at a distance” when at all (71).153  Each of these facets are of course most 

present in mainstream settings providing comprehensive primary, secondary, and collegiate 

education, but the accounts of Paperson and Bang make it clear how deeply they have infiltrated 

specialized science and environmental education programs as well. Along with many other 

Indigenous education scholars—like Sandra Styres—Grande makes a powerful argument for all 

forms of education—whether “environmental” or otherwise—taking relationships between 

students and land as a primary teacher (Styres and Zinga 2013; Styres 2011).  

At the core of many of these critical issues is, once again, a deep-seated theme running 

throughout this dissertation: the problematic division between nature and culture. For Bang and 

her team, a key takeaway from their work “living Chicago as Indigenous land” together is that 

“much hard work remains to be done—across science, place-based, and environmental 

education—in tracing and transforming the ways that some of the core constructs in 

education…conceptualize nature and culture” (Bang et al. 2014, 7). For Bang et al., it is essential 

for urban Indigenous people and their allies to make visible and contend with the ways in which 

“anthropocentrism is destructive to indigenous cosmologies,” most obviously by rendering 

“place” as an object rather than a living subject with whom one can be in relation (7-8).154 For 

 
153. Her explanations for these points are fairly involved, so I have simplified and paraphrased aspects of 
them that are particularly relevant to in our interest in plant-human solidarity 
154. For example, in another paper, Bang, Medin and Atran look at visual representations of ecosystems 
in a wide range of science curricula, finding that the vast majority include no images of humans as part of 
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me this provides yet more fuel for the push to work—across disciplines, methodologies, and 

positionalities—to develop expansive, inventive and critical ways of shifting settler 

consciousness away from anthropocentrism and the nature-culture divide and towards supporting 

Indigenous sovereignty through creative pedagogical approaches that look to more-than-human 

life and land as active and agential, wise and alive. In a practical, specific sense, there are some 

particular approaches and perspectives I take away from Bang’s case study—including aspects of 

the histories and futures of urban land and the role of non-native species—which I will articulate 

further when we look at phytocentric pedagogy in chapter 3. 

In a more general sense, both Bang and Paperson touch on some basic tenants that can be 

applied across educational settings where dominant Western science is being taught. Bang 

suggests methodologies like “side by side modeling rather than face-to-face telling,” the use of 

“culture-based” ways of organizing information or relating knowledge, and “incorporation of the 

historical and ethical dimensions of math and science” (Bang n.d.; Bang and Medin 2010), while 

Paperson’s focus on critical cartography also requires hands-on, collaborative work that debunks 

and reconfigures conventional narratives of progress and time. Each of these approaches resonate 

in their own ways with my approach to phytocentric pedagogy. The suggestion that educators 

consider “side by side modeling,” a pedagogical method in which both student and teacher are 

physically engaged, mirroring each other’s movements, provides an appropriate segue to our 

next area of interest: the importance of embodied knowledge for the goals of CEA and 

phytocentric pedagogy.  

 
the ecosystem (2007). As noted earlier in this paper, this is similar to the observation I made in a much 
less rigorous way as a young adult as I contended with the beginnings of my path towards grappling with 
the nature/culture binary. 
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2.9. Multisensorial Awareness and Embodied Knowledge: Re-Patterning 
to Perceive and Receive 

Both Paperson and Bang, drawing on Indigenous theories of land-based education, 

mention the problematic Western binary between body and mind, and between humans as active 

agent and land as inert subject. In this section we will take a brief, all too incomplete look at 

some forms of practice that provide material methods and contexts for (re)engaging the body in 

multisensorial forms of meaning-making and knowledge production, and registering those forms 

in relationship to the more-than-human world and the living land. I explore these practices—as I 

have acknowledged repeatedly—from my embedded position in a society dominated by Euro-

Western dualism and exclusionary human supremacy. In this context it is common to divide the 

senses into five categories, and sort them along a normative, anthropocentric, ableist scale that 

commonly prioritizes the visual, a phenomenon that has been explored across disciplines, from 

architecture (O’Neill 2001), to anthropology (Ingold 2011) to, of course, the visual arts (Haug 

2016). As a person trained in the visual arts in the Western context, I have been on a gradual path 

to open up to and reclaim a range of integrated sensory inputs as relevant—and essential—to my 

practice and its goals. I have been guided in this direction by a range of practices, from sensory 

ethnography (Hahn 2007; Pink 2015), to acoustic ecology (Westerkamp 2002) and deep listening 

(Oliveros 1993), to the “arts of noticing” (Tsing 2015, 37), to sentient ecology (Ingold 2011, 10), 

to somatic practice (Eddy 2009). A detailed look at the complex flows, overlaps and distinctions 

between the varied approaches invoked by the terminology and fields just mentioned is—as 

usual!—tantalizingly beyond our scope here. As a whole, the importance for us here is to gather 

fuel for advancing the premise that mind/body are not separate, and that being in our bodyminds 

(Eddy 2009) in a multiplicity of ways is both advantageous and pleasurable for coming to know 

and build solidarity with the more-than-human world.  
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Fields like multispecies studies (Fijn and Kavesh 2021) and land-based pedagogies (Bang 

et al. 2014) are deeply invested in going beyond these limitations, re-sorting, blending, and even 

tuning into senses that are not part of the traditional five. As a member of a deeply colonized 

culture living in a habitat heavily shaped by that culture, I start from an inherently limited place, 

asking, how, in practice, do I move beyond—or at least begin to work between and/or reshape—

the limited sensorial vocabulary I’ve been taught? And with that in motion, is it possible or 

desirable to reshape my world to engage a richer ecosocial continuum of sense perception?   

There are many ways into this practice, but as an artist trained primarily in the visual arts, 

I have benefited tremendously from working with creative practitioners who challenge that 

primacy. These inputs come to me alongside the constant encouragement of weedy plant 

companions, who invite—and at times require—a beyond-visual interaction to encounter them 

more fully.  I am indebted to and influenced by exposure to myriad artistic fields that encourage 

varied sensory perceptions—from acoustic ecology and deep listening to olfactory research—but 

somatics in particular has helped me find the confidence to begin to work towards recovering 

and centering some of the multisensorial awareness that has been too often sidelined in my 

primarily visual and text-based artistic research process.155  

I have been introduced to somatic work in the most direct and sustained way through 

collaborative work with andrea haenggi, an artist who practices what she calls “ethno-choreo-

 
155. Work with acoustic ecology and deep listening has been influential for me as I’ve considered how 
sound reaches my body, what sounds get filtered out and why, and how anthropogenic soundscapes are 
entangled in more-than-human worlds and vice versa. Drawing on the approaches and teachings of field-
defining catalysts like Pauline Oliveros and Hildegard Westerkamp, supplemented by exposure to 
contemporary practitioners like Stephanie Loveless, Lisa Schoenberg, and David Dunn, I have 
experienced how focusing in on the nuances of sound, noise, and acoustic experience is a powerful mode 
of expanding towards multisensorial research.  
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botan-ography” (2017).156 Certified as a movement analyst by the Laban/Bartenieff Institute of 

Movement Studies, haenggi’s practice— and the way she has shared it with me—has buoyed my 

understanding of the potential of tuning into a more diverse array of sensorial inputs. Through 

knowing my own bodily sensations and intelligences more closely, I have begun to build 

possibilities towards becoming more able to tune into and sense the ways the more-than-human 

world is ebbing and flowing in and out of my porous body-mind system at all times, influencing, 

interacting, and even communicating with me.157 While I am by no means an expert in 

somatics—I am barely even a beginner!—the knowledges that have accumulated through work 

with andrea and other arts-based practitioners who integrate related tenants have been deeply 

influential.158 Thus I will provide a cursory survey of the field and some of the key 

realizations/takeaways that have been essential to the development of aspects of CEA for plant-

human solidarity and phytocentric pedagogy.159  

 
156. haenggi’s development in somatics and her practice of “ethno-choreo-botan-ography” are explored 
in more detail in her own words in chapter 4. haenggi and I work together as part of the multidisciplinary 
collective the Environmental Performance Agency, which also includes Catherine Grau, Christopher 
Kennedy, and urban weeds like mugwort. 
157. Somatic practitioners will sometimes mention that the skin is the body’s largest organ, a delightful 
reframing that always makes me pause for a moment to perceive myself and my relationship to the so-
called “environment” differently (Eddy 2004, 8). 
158. Early inspirations towards movement and somatics are too many to name, but include programming 
associated with New York City’s psychogeographically attuned Conflux Festival; a range of artist-led 
walks I attended with Todd Shalom’s Elastic City; and various programming—from walks to workshops 
to scorebooks—offered by Jennifer Monson and other practitioners associated with iLand, including 
Dillon de Give, Catherine Grau, and Clarinda Mac Low. Each of these have provided grist to the mill of 
my search to identify, appreciate, and grow multisensorial and movement-based capacities in myself and 
my work. More recent foundational experiences with somatic and movement-based work include Steve 
Paxton’s Small Dance, introduced to me by sculptor Lucia Monge, whose workshop “Tools for Many 
Kinds of Selves” was also generative, as was the approach of dancer and sculptor Jill Sigman and her 
weedy attunement. Artists Carrie Ahern, Catherine Grau, Christopher Kennedy, and Simone Johnson’s 
contributions to the Environmental Performance Agency have helped me extend and deepen these 
experiences, while Hana van der Kolk’s Radial Diamond Kinetics and other offerings have provided fresh 
avenues through my transition to Troy. 
159. Aspects of somatics draw on ample traditions in meditation and mindfulness—many adopted, 
adapted, and appropriated from cultures outside of the West—which I have absorbed through work with 
many wonderful practitioners who work in this area, and from years and years of working with skilled 
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We will begin with a 2004 article by somatic education practitioner Martha Eddy, which 

provides a genealogy and some key questions for the future of somatics. Calling somatics 

“barely a field” Eddy describes it as “a canon inclusive of exercises, philosophies, methods, and 

systems of inquiry” that, “by delving into personal bodily experiences” helped build educational 

programs where “new meanings about being human and potentialities for health and life” could 

be explored and defined (2004, 7). Acknowledging influences as diverse as the pedagogical 

principles of John Dewey and controlled breath work associated with yoga, Eddy describes how 

a diverse stream of inputs developed over a half century came together under the title “somatic 

education” in the late 1980s as theorized by Thomas Hanna (1985).   

Since then, the field has grown exponentially (Mangione 2003), and Eddy breaks 

contemporary practice of somatics down into several streams, including somatic psychology, 

somatic bodywork, and somatic movement (Eddy 2004, 7). Across these varied streams, there is 

a focus on “listening to the body” and in response to sensations received, consciously adjusting 

“movement habits and movement choices” (7). As resonates with my experiences with somatic 

practitioners and my own attempts to awaken and adjust my body-mind system through related 

practices, Eddy describes a form of “creative interplay” between practitioners and students or 

clients, in which the goal is to “heighten both sensory and motor awareness” through attending to 

and adjusting the “subtler movements of the breath, the voice, the face, and the postural muscles, 

as well as any large movement task, event, or expression” (8). There is much more to explore in 

the diverse veins that come together to form somatics today, from developing inclusive forms of 

 
and dedicated ecologists who are expert at slowing down and noticing the lifeform who is often 
overlooked or filtered out. Joining somatic educators and multispecies ethnographers, whether we frame 
them as multisensorial awareness or “the arts of noticing” (Tsing 2015, 17-28) I firmly believe these are 
approaches that can be learned and cultivated. We will explore some of the ways repatterning exercises 
for vegetal attunement animate my approach to phytocentric pedagogy in the next chapter. 



245 

primary school physical education (Costa et al. 2019) to addressing the embodied trauma of 

white supremacy and erotophobia (Lorde 1984; Menakem 2017) that are beyond my skill set but 

could provide productive avenues for collaboration in the future.  

Eddy closes her survey with an acknowledgement of the limited role of movement-based 

learning in dominant strains of pedagogy. Her observation that there is “meagerness of 

kinesthetic experience in education across disciplines” (22) resonates deeply with my sense that 

contemporary education, from grade school to the university level, has much to gain from 

developing, committing to, and actually practicing modes of knowledge production based in 

awakening multisensorial self-awareness, in which the self is conceived of as extending well 

beyond the obvious boundaries of flesh, blood, and bone into cross-species entanglements that 

facilitate the cultivation of more-than-human solidarity. As we will explore in chapter 3, weedy 

plants are excellent partners with whom to cultivate these kinds of exchanges. 

The journey into trusting yourself—your integrated body-mind system—to collect 

residues and offer them back (when they are helpful or necessary or urgent or just perhaps 

distracting or de-centering in the right way) is just that—a journey. For me it has taken—and will 

continue to take—a kind of praxis. A daily, weekly, monthly—but also hour-by-hour, minute-by-

minute—approach to trusting that it is worth it to engage my bodymind in opening up to the 

possibility of vegetal attunement. This is a practice I’ve attempted to integrate into these pages 

by offering you—time and again—pauses. Right now, I want to offer you the process of pausing, 

right now, in the position you are in at the moment. Are you paused in stillness? Great. Now 

contemplate-feel-assess: what is your body doing? How are your shoulders positioned in relation 

to your head? Where do you feel the pull of gravity tugging gently on flesh or bone? Where is 

your body touching the surface that supports you? What does this position do for your ability as 
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a mind-body system—as a vessel of flesh and water enlivened by electrical impulses, digestive 

flows, gaseous and chemical transformations—to process information? What information is 

privileged by this posture? How might you subtly alter that posture? Take a moment to 

experiment—yes, right now! Nothing big or dramatic. Keep it slow and subtle. Lower or raise a 

foot. Shift the weight on your sit bones, or twist your hips or shoulders, ever so slightly. Can you 

envision this movement as vegetal? As the head of a sunflower tracking the movement of the sun 

across the sky over the course of a day, or a blossom closing over an hour at dusk? When you 

have reached a subtly re-configured state, take a moment to assess how it feels, before you move 

on to section 2.10. 

2.10. In Practice: Contemporary Case Studies Entangling All of the 
Above 

With all of the layers of this literature review piled on top of us—I feel the weight of it bearing 

down! Do you?—I’d like to return now, for a moment, to Akomolafe's brilliant betweenness 

(2020 para. 14). Let’s recall how, in the early pages of this text, I included his description of it, 

how this creeping betweenness “defeats everything, corrodes every boundary, spills through 

marked territory, and crosses out every confident line” (2020, para. 14). Akomolafe is referring 

to the blurry edges of neoliberal, phallic Man dissolving, but in this literature review, we’ve 

categorized and diced and divided. I hope throughout I have emphasized the cracks where this 

brilliant betweenness oozes through, softening, smearing, illuminating, contaminating, 

unsettling, fertilizing, cross-pollinating, choose your metaphor. Now I would like to turn to some 

examples of artistic practice that, for me, create instances of brilliant betweenness, where aspects 

of many of the fields we’ve just covered—socially engaged art, ecological art, critical plant 

studies, Indigenous sciences and Traditional Knowledge, dominant Western ecological sciences, 
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critical and land-based pedagogies, and embodied, somatic knowledge—overlap, intertwine, rub 

up against, and spill across one another through projects that exemplify the tenants of critical 

ecosocial art for plant-human solidarity.  

We’ll begin with a return to the Bureau for Linguistical Reality (BLR) and Ash Arder. As 

outlined prior, together they produced the term quieseed, which I see as a story/theory that 

speaks to shared plant-human resistance and adaptation, coupling human agency and plant 

agency together, offering the possibility that the ongoingness of lifeways will offer a fertile 

future. Arder’s solo work addresses questions of exclusion in environmentalism based on race, 

class, and gender and presents and enacts non-normative relationships to plant life that 

foreground the experience of Black urban farmers, life-giving musical traditions, and the legacy 

of enslavement, racialized terror, and neocolonial urban environmentalism. The BLR’s approach 

to language is has resonances with—and is in some cases directly allied with—Indigenous 

language revitalization efforts, while also addressing the reclamation and reinvention of 

exclusionary, impenetrable technoscientific language for discussing climate change and 

interrogating problematic/mystifying language use (Larson 2011, chap. 1). At the same time, the 

BLR also works to increase general literacy around climate change and the ability to discuss and 

process it across disciplinary silos and ecosocial settings. Together, Arder and the BLR remind 

us of the limitations of colonized/Euro-Western language that is based around the separation of 

some humans from the “it” of so-called nature, framed as a separate, inferior object to 

humanity’s active subject, a theme we will return to in chapter 4. In this way I hope it is clear 

that myriad forms of brilliant betweenness animate the meeting point between these two 

practices, not in terms of perfection or clear solutions, but in a commitment to staying with the 

trouble, producing friction and energy that is generative and productive for remaining engaged 
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and dedicated to the work of building ecosocial justice. 

From this fruitful meeting point, I want to turn to a deeper look at several contemporary 

projects and practices that represent a diversity of approaches born of different ecosocial 

contexts, from the fern-laden forests of Taiwan to the artificial shorelines Lenapehoking in 

present day New York City. These are projects by practitioners who work directly with plants in 

a material sense, and do so in habitats variously characterized as urban, ruderal, or monocultural. 

This is by no means exhaustive, or even representative of the field, but should give a sense of the 

way the myriad influences explored in this chapter can be brought together in the constellation of 

artistic practice. I won’t provide an explicit list of how these practices “tick the box” of the 

various disciplines and theoretical and practical orientations described above, but rather will 

offer descriptions of the practices and projects drawn from the words of the artists, curators, 

theorists, and popular press who produced and engaged with them, so that the resonance of the 

projects beyond my own analysis of them hopefully shines through. Artists and projects explored 

here will include Zheng’s Plants of Shanghai and his series Pteridophilia, the Guerrilla Grafters 

urban fruit interventions, Lisa Myers Blueprints for a Long Walk, and Maria Theresa Alves’ 

Seeds of Change.  

We will turn first to the work of Chinese artist Zheng Bo, who is currently based in Hong 

Kong and who has done formative work in large cities on mainland China, Taiwan and 

increasingly in Europe. There is broad, varied East Asian ecosocial history and context 

impacting Zheng’s practice that is beyond our scope here—Zheng discusses it in some detail in 

an interview with artist Steven Lam for the Multispecies Worldbuilding Lab (Zheng and Lam 

2021)—but there are also many overlaps with territory we have covered. A commitment to 

identifying and resisting salient features of Euro-Western imperialism, human exceptionalism, 
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and heteropatriarchy animate aspects of Zheng’s practice, which is deeply engaged with urban, 

queer, and weedy ecologies, plant-human entanglement, and environmental anxiety.  

Zheng describes himself as a social practice artist who turned to ecological practice close 

to a decade ago when, as he puts it 

A patch of vibrant weeds on the former site of the Shanghai Cement Factory— now 

known as the West Bund—woke me up…Plants, insects, and soil called me into action, 

into claiming the site as my artwork so that it would not be bulldozed and paved over to 

become a plaza for human-only concerts. (Zheng 2020, 15) 

This quotation references a project early in Zheng’s turn towards plants, when he worked 

with the district government of Shanghai to preserve the grounds of an abandoned cement 

factory that had been covered in vegetation as a “found botanical garden.” As Zheng describes 

on the project web page, once the living land was protected as an artwork, it became the focal 

point for a ten-week online course aimed at investigating “the past and present of Shanghai 

through plants” (Zheng n.d.). Zheng designed the course—which was also complemented by on-

site activities at the cement factory—in collaboration with a range of local researches and 

scholars, from ecologists and architects to experts in Chinese medicine and literature, all focused 

on the ruderal ecologies that enlivened the former industrial site. 

Zheng also teaches art practice at the university level, where he reports sensing a deep 

need among students to connect with the more-than-human world. As he says in the same 

conversation with Steven Lam,  

I talk a lot, I appreciate reading and writing, but now I tell my graduate students: Try not 

to read too much. You really need to go walk in the forest and sleep in the forest and 
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smell things. That’s how we learn. That’s how we develop senses. I think the hegemony 

of language and text, particularly in so-called contemporary art is hampering our relations 

with plants in particular. (Zheng and Lam 2021, 21:45) 

Elements of this shift in Zheng’s sensibility around teaching and learning come from his 

own experiments in shifting his practice from what he frames as a representational, metaphor-

driven practice about plant life to direct engagement with plants through performative work he 

has come to recognize as “eco-queer” (Zheng and Lam 2021, 13:55).160 This realization can be 

located in the evolution of Zheng’s ongoing video series Pteridophilia, which was inspired by 

research into what he describes on the web page for the project as “politics of ferns” on the 

island of Taiwan.  

Working with collaborators he describes as “queer humans and queer plants,” for 

Pteridophilia Zheng creates lush and evocative imagery of humans engaged in sex acts in, 

among, and with ferns and other forest plants, which he characterizes as “intimate encounters 

between local ferns and local men” (Zheng 2020, 15). Zheng cites both an interest in 

interrogating and expanding the boundaries of pornography—which, as he comments, has 

“narrow, commercial categories that should be expanded, because our erotic desires are so rich” 

(15)—while also drawing attention to close relationships with and appreciation for ferns he 

observed among Indigenous Taiwanese people. In Zheng’s characterization, this attentiveness to 

ferns among Indigenous tribes in Taiwan has generally been overlooked and ignored both by 

Japanese colonists and Han Chinese immigrants, who have also threatened the lifeways of both 

ferns and Indigenous humans in the lands now known as Taiwan. Zheng couples this cultural 

 
160. For an expanded view of the connections between ecosexuality as understood by Zheng and North 
American practitioners Annie Sprinkle and Beth Stephens, see Zheng, Stephens, and Sprinkle 2021. 
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marginalization of ferns with the biological insight that ferns can be read as “nonbinary” in that 

they reproduce via spores, escaping, as Zheng frames it, the “prescription of male and female 

sexuality to flowering plants” (Zheng quoted in Yee, 2019, para. 2).  

Zheng has continued experimenting along these lines, crediting plants as collaborators as 

he explores the politics of plants (wanted and unwanted), the ethics of plant-human interaction 

and exploitation, industrialization, migration, and weedy ecology through a growing series of 

projects and workshops from his Weed Map and Plant Sex workshops to his After Science 

Garden (2018) and Weed Common (2019) insisting that “It is time that we define art not as 

human-only ‘creation’ but the vibrancy of ten thousand beings” (Zheng 2020, para. 9).  

From Zheng’s embrace of the weedy across registers from ecosexuality to the commons, 

we will turn to a collective project that got its start on Ohlone homelands, in the streets of San 

Francisco during the escalation of the most recent tech bubble. Active Since 2011, the Guerrilla 

Grafters are an interdisciplinary group of artists and activists who choose to remain semi-

anonymous (Levy 2012).161  With the tag line “undoing capitalist civilization one branch at a 

time” they operate on the illegal side of the gray haze that engulfs foraging and cultivation of 

food in urban public space in much of the United States, working to shift “sterile” cityscapes into 

 
161. The Guerrilla Grafters website does not specify names of founders or members, and includes a 
cryptic group portrait that shows the grafters only from the neck down, holding the various tools of their 
trade. A little digging in their extensive media trail reveals that the collective was founded in 2011 by 
Tara Hui, in some instances described as a “Beijing-born gray water activist and urban gardener with a 
computer science degree,” who was joined by “dot commer” Miriam Goldberg, and Bay Area artists 
Margaretha Haughwout and Ian Pollock who gathered a loose-knit group of participants around them 
(Levy 2012, 13). While from the outside the project may not even appear to be art (Pollock likens it to 
“street theater” or “street art” and sees parallels to graffiti culture, much of the coverage of the project 
does not mention art) the project has been featured in art and design venues, including the Venice 
Biennale's 13th International Architecture Exhibition, where it was presented as an example of 
“participatory urbanism”, and at Open Engagement, the influential conference on socially engaged art that 
started in Portland in 2011 and has since expanded to other cities. Guerrilla Grafters were present at its 
most recent instantiation at the Queens Museum in New York City in Spring 2018.  
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food forests by grafting fruiting branches onto ornamental street trees (Haughwout 2019, 252).162  

The Guerilla Grafters initial work was focused in working class neighborhoods in San 

Francisco that lacked good local options for fresh produce. Like many cities, San Francisco has 

regulations against fruit bearing trees in public space, especially along streets. Falling fruit is 

described as messy and dangerous, potentially creating slippery conditions that can lead to 

injury, or attract rats and other “vermin” (Biegelsen 2018, para. 8).163 However, as the grafters 

point out, many so-called ornamental trees create similar conditions. Even when not edible to 

humans, trees drop fruit and leaves that provide food to animals and create slippery conditions on 

sidewalks—this is a reality of living among trees and cultivating an urban forest in our cities. By 

and large municipalities have decided these are inconveniences worth dealing with and provide 

at least surface-level support for expanding urban forests.  

Through their illegal actions and the conversation that bubbles up around them, the 

grafters contest not only the law that regulates fruiting trees, but also the conditions of our cities 

that privilege automobiles, parking lots, and a certain vision of “cleanliness” over a multispecies 

solidarity and food justice. Their subversive approach—while not a solution to these issues— 

raises the visibility of that lack, creating public demand for fruit bearing trees and space that 

 
162. Ranging from no “molesting vegetation” rules to seventy-five-dollar fines for plucking dandelions, 
many cities in the United States have strict regulations against foraging (Cunningham 2018, para. 10). As 
the urban foraging movement has intensified, some cities have enforced regulations more aggressively, 
while others have rolled back or modified them. One response for municipalities has been to respond to 
this demand by setting aside or purposefully cultivating city property for foraging purposes, but this 
remains rare.  
163. In some coverage of guerrilla grafting, municipal foresters are quoted regarding the city regulations 
against fruit-baring trees, arguing that cleaning up after fallen fruit and dealing with “vermin” outbreaks 
are not and should not be within the purview urban forestry departments (Biegelsen 2018, para. 8, 
Shavelson 2012). While I would argue that the ultimate answer might be to shift more resources to urban 
forestry departments to allow them to incorporate food producing trees into their urban forestry programs, 
Guerrilla Grafters addressed this challenge initially by working with local communities to cultivate 
stewards for each graft, guaranteeing the program is monitored, runs smoothly, and has local community 
buy in.  
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allows others to step in to fill the void in ways that and are more readily sanctioned by 

municipalities.164  

It could be a novel and delightful experience to pluck ripe fruit from a street tree while 

strolling along the sidewalk, but Guerrilla Grafters is after bigger ideas that have to do with food 

sovereignty, recognizing interrelationships with the more-than-human world, and re-

commoning.165 They intervene in the city as a site “of late capitalism, where historical natures 

are appropriated in such a way so as to constrain the co-production of viable resources both to 

humans and to plants and critters; where ornamentality is produced to support property” 

(Haughwout 2017). For the grafters, this kind of decorative role for nonhuman life supports what 

they describe as a “classist practice of looking, but not seeing, and certainly not engaging” 

(ibid.). Here we see attention to the cultivation of embodied ways of knowing the landscape and 

its myriad extra human natures. Cultivating fruit in the city entangles human health with the 

health of the food supply, and requires hands-on engagement where human inhabitants literally 

ingest the city’s fabric as one way of knowing it differently.  

 
164. In an interview in 2016, after Guerrilla Grafters had been running for five years and received fairly 
high-profile media coverage, Mei Ling Hui, an agricultural coordinator with San Francisco’s Department 
of Environment, describes how “people want to plant fruit trees in the city…I hear a lot of interest in 
planting fruit trees as street trees” (Shea 2016, para. 8). While she argues against fruiting street trees 
because she says they don’t do well along streets and are better suited to community gardens and parks, 
she cites several new programs that are working to bring fruiting trees to public space in ways the city’s 
Urban Forestry and Agriculture programs see as more practical.  
165. Guerrilla Grafters and related foraging projects like Mary Mattingly’s Swale approach the question 
of the commons from a perspective that builds on Elinor Ostrom’s well known rebuttal (1990) to the 
oversimplification of Garret Hardin’s “Tragedy of the Commons” (1968). The Guerrilla Grafters expand 
the concept to embrace what contemporary scholars sometimes refer to as “commoning” (Federici 2019) 
and “re-commoning” (Vivero Pol 2015). This contemporary re-evaluation of the term addresses not only 
an approach to sharing resources among humans, but also strategies for, as food justice scholar Gustavo 
García-López describes “fostering other-than-capitalist ways of being and relating to the more-than-
human world – of nurturing subjectivities of ‘being-in-common ’with the rest of the world” (García-
López et al. 2021). Some commoning/re-commoning narratives have been critiqued from an Indigenous 
sovereignty perspective, in which conceptions of public land managed into the future—even under anti-
capitalist and cooperative systems—is still settler colonialism, an apt, if troubling, observation (Coulthard 
2014; Millner-Larsen and Butt 2018; Kidd 2020).  



254 

In addition to actively grafting and maintaining grafts in under-served urban areas, 

members of Guerrilla Grafters also spread their ethic of a public fruit commons through 

workshops, publications, and kits that seek to expand the practice nationally and internationally. 

In this way they touch on aspects of re-skilling, combating what the collective EcoArtTech has 

aptly described as “industrial amnesia” (Nadir and Peppermint 2015).  The grafters also 

emphasize plants as collaborators with whom we can live productively and reciprocally, reviving 

them from the status of ornaments to the increasingly sterile city. In doing so, they ask for an 

expansion or shift of our aesthetic and sensory expectations for plants in the city, asking us to 

know (or re-know) plants as productive (and even messy) members of our multispecies urban 

community. 

From here we will turn to the work of Lisa Myers, an artist, curator, and Assistant 

Professor in the Department of Environmental Change at York University in Tkaronto, present-

day Toronto. Myers also works with food and social practice, in a practice that extends from 

painting and print-making to mapping and walking. Emulating the approach of Maya Sanchez-

Wilson, a writer and curator who authored a thoughtful piece on Myers’ work that was based 

around extensive interviews, I offer you the words Myers used to introduce herself at a recent 

artist lecture: 

There are so many ways to begin. So, I will start by saying that my name is Lisa Myers. I 

grew up on a farm in Milton. My mother was born in Shawinigan First Nation. If she 

were alive today, she’d be a band member at Christian Island, otherwise known as 

Beausoleil First Nations, otherwise known as Chimnissing. My dad’s family settled in 

Oakville, and he is Austrian and English. That’s one way to start. 

—Lisa Myers, Artist Talk at Onsite Gallery (as quoted in Sanchez-Wilson 2019, 266) 
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Of Anishinaabe and settler heritage, in her solo work Myers considers “walking and 

cooking as research methods” and works across media from video and super eight film to food, 

seeds, canvas, and beads (Myers n.d.). For over a decade she has worked with plant-derived 

pigments, with a specific focus on blueberry.166 Her work with blueberry pigment takes many 

forms, from participatory community workshops to stop motion animation using wooden spoons 

stained deep blue through communal work with berries. In her Blueprints for a Long Walk series 

Myers creates serigraph prints using blueberry pigment on paper, employing what we might call 

a kind of critical cartography (after Paperson 2014) to map and memorialize the journey her 

maternal grandfather, Vance Essaunce, took in 1919, when he escaped the Shingwauk 

Residential School and traveled nearly 250 kilometers on foot towards his home along the North 

Shore of Lake Huron. Myers and her cousins replicated this journey in 2009, walking, as she 

describes it “during the same season our grandfather recalled surviving on blueberries. We 

visited the shore of the Mississagi River where he was offered food and conversation in his 

language, Anishinaabemowin” likely for the first time since arriving at the residential school 

(Myers 2014, 46).167 Significant geographies like this one are depicted in the Blueprints series, 

where her grandfather’s stories, memories she formed with her cousins, and the knowledge held 

 
166. From what I can ascertain, Myers works both with commonly cultivated (highbush) blueberries 
(Vaccinium corymbosum) and “wild” (low bush) blueberries (Vaccinium angustifolium). In 
Anishinaabemowin, blueberries are known as miinan (Ojibwe People’s Dictionary n.d.). For thoughts on 
the slippery concept of “wild” see note 170.  
167. Their journey is chronicled in multiple voices, including Myers, that of her cousin, and her cousin’s 
son, on the blog “Residential School Trek.” The quotation included here is drawn from Myers’ account of 
the trek as published in the summer 2014 issue of C Magazine themed around “Walking with Artists.” I 
was intrigued to note that one of my current collaborators on the Environmental Performance Agency, 
Catherine Grau, who I also met on a walking-themed residence—Dillon de Give’s Coyote Walk—is 
featured in the same issue of C Magazine for “Unlearning Weekenders Procession” a collaboration with 
Zoë Kreye (Bourcheix-Laporte 2014). I note this fact not just as a fun coincidence, but because I think it 
indicates a shared approach to forms of artistic research and knowledge production that emphasize the 
value of embodiment.  
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in the land that fed the berries that produced the pigment layer and mingle. Deep purple and blue 

pigments flow across the paper in loose waves and definitive lines, depicting the meeting of land, 

water, and the settler-colonial infrastructure of the railroad tracks—lined with wild blueberry 

plants— that both took her grandfather away and guided him back. As Sanchez-Wilson describes 

it, these works portray “a geography of ancestry while presenting a history where land is a vital 

part of understanding familial stories” (2019). 

Across Myers’ work we find evidence of Indigenous resurgence, where practices like 

storytelling and working with wild food and dyestuffs are not part of a static historical practice, 

but rather engage tradition as “a dynamic practice that changes and adapts to fit the needs of its 

current communities” (Wilson-Sanchez 2019) and are integrated within a larger body of work 

that also addresses interlinked issues of historical and contemporary agricultural labor, industrial 

food production and food justice, and plant and pollinator biodiversity.168 

Fittingly, from Wilson-Sanchez we learn that Myers crossed paths with the next artist 

whose work we will explore, Maria Theresa Alves, who was at Banff Center working on Seeds 

of Change at the same time Myers was in residence for animations in her Berry Works series. As 

Myers describes, Alves asked an incisive question about the role of personal stories in dominant 

histories, which led Myers to consider the simultaneous burden and gift of telling and retelling 

traumatic stories, reflecting that “the story shouldn’t be silenced, but it shouldn’t be 

instrumentalized” (Myers quoted in Wilson Sanchez 2019). Thus, it is with respect and gratitude 

for Myers’ willingness to make and share this work that I include it in this text. For me, as a 

settler artist working with similar materials and practices from a different habitat and personal 

 
168. While beyond the scope of what we can discuss here, Myers is currently working on Finding 
Flowers, a collaborative interdisciplinary project with Argentine-born, Toronto-based artist Dana Prieto, 
focused on biocultural restoration of plant and pollinator relationships through revisiting and expanding 
the work of late Mi’kmaq artist Mike MacDonald (http://findingflowers.ca/). 
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history, Myers’ ability to bring together an ancestral story about forced cultural assimilation and 

landscape transformation with the materiality of the living land through social and community-

based practices of walking, cooking, eating, and creating with berry ink is a compelling example 

of critical ecosocial art for plant-human solidarity. 

From here we turn to the work Brazilian-born interdisciplinary artist Maria Theresa 

Alves, who has been active internationally since the 1980s, working on projects designed to 

unmask hidden histories, often tied to issues of colonialism, oppression and migration. Here we 

will focus in particular on Seeds of Change, a long-running project in which Alves turns to seeds 

and plants as guides in re-framing the history of Euro-Western trade and colonialism. Although I 

only became aware of Seeds of Change in 2018 when it came to New York City, Alves started 

the project in the Port City of Marseilles in 1999. Since then, she has collaborated with botanists 

and historians, seeds, and plants, to do original research on ballast soil and flora. Over the 

intervening two decades Seeds of Change has grown into an international project taking place at 

port cities around the world. In 2017–18 the project came to New York City in a multi-pronged, 

multi-site effort under the title Seeds of Change: New York – A Botany of Colonization. 

In each iteration of Seeds of Change, Alves and collaborators explore the naturalcultural 

phenomenon of “ballast flora,” a cosmopolitan community of plant species that are present in 

historical and contemporary ports due to shipping patterns. The colonial era practice of using 

ballast—a combination of dirt, rocks and other materials seen as expendable—to stabilize the 

hulls of merchant ships, led to soil being discarded port side when no longer needed. Of course, 

soil used for this purpose was not sterile or inert. It was a living substance filled with all manner 

of inhabitants, some of whom managed to survive the trip. All along ports in Europe, botanists 

working in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries began to marvel at the emergence of new, 
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novel species of plants whose seeds had hitched a ride in ballast, then sprouted on foreign shores, 

giving rise to communities of “ballast flora” that are still studied by ecologists working in the 

dominant Western tradition today (Jutila 1996). 

As we have explored already, some seeds have the ability to stay dormant for many 

years, a phenomenon that interested Alves as well. In her handbook on the project, she includes 

the words of botanist Dr. Heli Jutila, who writes, “Although seeds seem to be dead, they are in 

fact alive and can remain vital in soil for decades, and even hundreds of years in a state of 

dormancy” (Jutila quoted in Alves n.d.). As Alves describes, she was drawn to “the potential of 

(these seeds) to alter our notions of the identity of place as belonging to a defined bioregion…the 

project is, therefore, designed to question those discourses that define the geographical and 

‘natural’ history of place: At what moment do seeds become ‘native’? What are the socio-

political histories of place that determine the framework of belonging?” (Alves n.d., 2) With 

these questions in mind, she has carried out what has become a nearly two decade engagement 

with ballast flora and the alternative stories they can tell about submerged histories of trade, 

colonialism, slavery, and resistance.  

Her process involves archival research to locate old ballast dumping sites and the points 

they originated from, extensive fieldwork to sample the soil in those locations, green-house and 

laboratory work to convince the seeds in the soil seed bank to sprout, and a variety of strategies 

for documentation, display, and outreach, ranging from carefully designed floating gardens to 

community-based cultivation projects to more traditional gallery-based exhibitions.  

Seeds of Change asks those who experience it to consider urban greenery not just as a 

feel-good antidote to environmental ills, or a resource for improved public health and 

multispecies relationships, but as the living legacy of histories and practices we may not always 
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want to face. Global plant migration is tied up in the movement of people and goods, and much 

of that movement is tied to the still unfolding ecological changes rippling from the advent of the 

so-called Columbian Exchange.169 Due to growth in global trade, plants that evolved in the 

Americas now thrive in Europe and Asia, and vice versa. Attending to critical readings of the 

Anthropocene demands we acknowledge this juncture is not just as an ecological “exchange” 

divorced from sociopolitical implications, but rather as a period of time defined by the genocide 

and enslavement of Indigenous peoples with ongoing naturalcultural reverberations. Trade routes 

that facilitated the movement of nonhuman life were tightly tied to the trans-Atlantic slave trade, 

and the plants that were moved were often bioculturally connected to the life ways of peoples 

who were kidnapped from their homelands (Schiebinger 2007; Carney 2009). As Alves writes on 

the webpage for the New York City iteration of the project,  

Slave trade was the cornerstone of the New York economy, much of it via the West 

Indies. And the transport of bodies in ships required ballast to offset their movement. In 

New York, ships arrived from England with ballast material such as English flint, iron, 

and soil, and from other areas of the world with ballast consisting of large chunks of coral 

as well as coral sands from the Caribbean, volcanic sand, bricks, stones, and rocks. Much 

of England, specifically chunks of Devon, Cornwall, Poole, and Bristol ended up in New 

York. (Alves 2017) 

 
Provided this context, a visitor enjoying the verdant greenery of Alves’ ballast gardens rubs up 

against the imperative to acknowledge their existence as tied up in the history of colonialism and 

 
169. The Columbian Exchange refers to the period of ecological and biological exchange between Europe 
and the Americas that began, ostensibly, with the arrival of Columbus in the Americas in 1492 and is 
ongoing. There are other narratives around which to organize this period of exchange that do not valorize 
colonial powers (Gambino 2011). 
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its ongoing legacies. The educational programs, texts, and didactic materials that contextualize 

the plants she works with ask viewers to “begin by looking at these plants that both indicate 

ballast ground and are witnesses to the submersion of New York into a colonialized earth. As 

such, they teach us that we are in spaces of coloniality which, however, must not become the sole 

defining feature of these places. At the same time, we must acknowledge that these are 

landscapes of violence” (ibid.). As both Alexis Shotwell and Melissa Bang remind us, 

remembering and incorporating the past in today’s stories/theories of the land is an important 

part of the work of decolonization (Shotwell 2016, 23-54; Bang 2014). Alves’ focus on 

experiencing the plant life held in ballast soil, watching them grow, attending to their histories of 

migration and adaptation, is one way to feel the past in the present as a means of dismantling the 

exclusionary human supremacy that has brought us to and through the Anthropocene, building 

Planthroposcenes in and among its crumbling structures and systems. 

2.11. Conclusion 

With these examples of artistic practice behind us, our winding path through the 

disciplinary ties and flows that bind and buoy my practice comes to a close, hopefully providing 

a solid foundation from which to orient ourselves as we approach our next task. In the coming 

chapter we will turn to my dissertation project, The Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory (Lawn 

Lab), an endeavor that has evolved over the past four years as a range of affective disciplinary 

ties—the ingredients of the polydisciplinamory Loveless refers to—have surged and waned, 

loosened and tightened in productive ways, shaping my understanding of CEA for plant-human 

solidarity. After some background on Lawn Lab, we will explore how it provides an example of 

the application of phytocentric pedagogy, a specific approach to critical ecosocial art for plant-

human solidarity that incorporates and responds to the themes, practices, and modes of 
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knowledge production explored in the pages prior.  
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3. THE LAWN (RE)DISTURBANCE LABORATORY: 
CRITICAL ECOSOCIAL ART THROUGH 

PHYTOCENTRIC PEDAGOGY 

*  

Figure 12: Removing asphalt from an in-progress Lawn Lab plot on NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for 
Independent Media’s environmental education campus, Mohican land, North Central Troy, April 2020. 
Photo by the author. 

3.1. Grounding in Plant-Centered Memoir: Turf (Re)Disturbance 
(March 2020, 3333 6th Avenue, Troy, New York) 

I’m on my knees, hands pressed into the grass. The blades are ragged and brownish at 

their tips. They’ve been under snow and ice on and off for months. My mask hangs around my 

 
Portions of this chapter previously appeared as: Irons, Ellie. 2020. “The Next Epoch Seed Library’s Lawn 
Lab: A Public Experiment in Collaboration with Seeds, Time, and Weeds.” Media and Environment 2 
(1): 13470. https://doi.org/10.1525/001c.13470. 
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neck, brushing my chin occasionally. Annoying. I consider removing it, but instead tuck it into 

the neck of my jacket. You never know who will pass by and want to chat. I hate to be fumbling 

with it while I’m trying to connect. Back to the task at hand. I’ve spent the last five minutes 

trying to sink into this land, to attune to this tired, worn-out lawn. It still feels like winter here, 

but in just a month or so, as the days get longer, the extensive network of roots just below the 

soil will kick into high gear. This lawn will perk up, pushing out fresh, deep green shoots, with 

gently pointed tips characteristic of all beings we know as Poaceae—like the prow of a ship, a 

botanist friend told me once. By June they’ll “need” mowing at least every couple of weeks to 

keep them looking “neat.”  

But today they are dormant, barely alive, biding their time for spring to arrive on these 

Mohican lands. What will they make of the violence I’m about to inflict? How will they feel it, 

know it? I raise my spade, hold it for a moment poised above the surface of the lawn, then 

plunge it into the turf. Rather than the satisfying rip and thunk I’m accustomed to from myriad 

(re)disturbances before this one, I get a resounding wrist and arm vibrating clang. Ugh. I soften 

my grip, and probe and tap around the surface of the turf. There is something solid just below it, 

no more than an inch or so submerged. I switch to a hand rake, and begin scraping along the 

surface of the grass. The clumps of grass catch in the tines of the rake, and a layer of turf begins 

to peel away like skin. Below I find a decomposing bed of asphalt, brittle and shattered into 

pieces where my spade struck it moments before. I begin the process of removing it, chunk by 

chunk, revealing the compressed soil beneath.  

I am accustomed to removing sixty pounds of turf from a one-by-one meter plot, a rich 

treat for the compost pile, but this time, I will haul away at least an equal weight of asphalt, a 

petroleum product that coats so much of the urban landscape around me. I hold the light, thin 
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sheet of turf—dry roots loosening their grasp on clumps of soil, and wispy leaves barely awake 

in the chilly March breeze—and let it flutter against my body, contemplating its ability to mask 

and coat the landscape, concealing and neutralizing troubles of all kinds.   

 

Figure 13: Recently completed Lawn Lab plots on NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for Independent Media’s 
environmental education campus, Mohican land, North Central Troy, April 2020. Photo by the author. 

3.2. Introduction and Summary 

In this chapter we will take a closer look at some of the strategies associated with CEA 

for plant-human solidarity through the lens of my dissertation project, the Lawn (Re)Disturbance 

Laboratory (Lawn Lab). As touched on in the passage above, Lawn Lab is an “un-lawning” 

project that provides a framework for deep engagement with the ubiquitous turf habitats that fill 
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so much public and private green space in contemporary urban environments.170 As a case study, 

it also provides us with fodder to consider how CEA for plant-human solidarity strategies cross-

pollinate across a single project, coming together in a form I think of as phytocentric pedagogy. 

This multimodal, multisensorial bundle of approaches to learning with and from plants will be 

the subject of the second half of this chapter. We will explore how phytocentric pedagogy 

combines aspects of critical pedagogy, land-based pedagogy, and critical plant studies to build 

plant-human solidarity, asking what happens to straightforward artistic strategies, like painting 

with so-called natural pigments or siting a public sculpture in a lawn, when they are repeatedly 

and persistently re-framed through a lens that centers plants as partners and collaborators.  

Before we explore phytocentric pedagogy, in the first half of the chapter I will establish 

some basic context for Lawn Lab by providing a brief introduction to the naturalcultural 

evolution of the lawn and the implications of its contemporary status as a global phenomenon, 

followed by an exploration of some specific lawn-related precedents and contemporaries within 

 
170. While in the colloquial sense NESL’s lawn interventions might be framed as “rewilding” 
experiments—and indeed we did use this framing originally, as it made the project legible in a certain 
way—I want to resist and trouble this concept for a variety of reasons. For one, aspects of rewilding 
rhetoric traffic in Indigenous erasure with the premise that land can be returned to some Edenic “before” 
state without land rematriation and the resumption of Indigenous biocultural practices (Seraphin 2017). 
Additionally, the term “wild” itself, linked to changing meanings of “wilderness,” is culturally 
constructed and context-specific, as explored by William Cronon in his now classic article “The Trouble 
with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” (1995). A critical interpretation of rewilding, as 
offered by Environmental Humanities scholar Irma Allen, positions rewilding as “not a return but a 
future-in-the-making. It is a wholly natural-cultural project in becoming-with” (2016). Allen draws on 
political theorist Bruce Braun, whose nuanced description of what it means to “rewild” better reflects the 
process happening in Lawn Lab, but is not the meaning most readily associated with the term in a general 
context. As Braun writes, “rewilding usually refers to efforts to return worked over or disturbed 
environments to their ‘natural’ or ‘wild’ state…Yet what does it mean to rewild, when there is no wild 
nature that can stand as the place from which the authenticity of any such effort is to be judged? By any 
definition, rewilding can only ever be an experiment in composing the wild, an experiment in making 
‘new’ natures, in which the conservationist is always already implicated in the reality that he or she seeks 
to make” (2015, 108). Given the popular association of the term with returning land to a “wild” state I 
prefer the term “un-lawn” which is more precise, comes with less baggage, and in certain situations 
allows me to explore the complexities of using it rather than “rewild.” 
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the arts. With this broader context acknowledged, I will explain the basic premise of Lawn Lab 

and the parent project that spawned it, the Next Epoch Seed Library (NESL). We will review 

how an artist run seed library focused on collecting, storing, and sharing the seeds of 

spontaneous urban plants (aka weeds) came to create a project that attends to such highly 

controlled and manicured form of vegetation as the lawn, and how that focus has developed 

across the implementation of Lawn Lab. I will close the chapter with an analysis of the concept 

of the “public experiment,” (Born and Barry 2010) exploring the ways in which, rather than 

communicating “finished” science about urban ecology or turf management or public health, 

Lawn Lab gathers perspectives across disciplines and specialties, opening up space to experience 

and document the agency of plant life, while also asking questions about how established and 

accepted practices in turf management and local public policy connect to issues of ecosocial 

injustice.  
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Figure 14: Lawn Lab plots at NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for Independent Media’s environmental 
education campus, Mohican land, North Central Troy, as documented from above, Summer 2020 and 
Summer 2021. Photos by the author. 

3.3. A Brief Exploration of the Naturalcultural Life of Lawns 

So, what is a lawn? In the most basic material sense, it is an expanse of land covered in 

closely shorn turf. Turf, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is simply “grass and the 

surface layer of earth held together by its roots” (Stevens 2010). To account for the processes via 

which turf becomes lawn, we can turn to a definition drawn from dominant Western science. In 

this context, lawns are “managed, artificially created grass-dominated plant communities 

designed to fulfill a variety of ecosystem services” (Ignatieva et al. 2020, 5). This definition 

assumes a human actor at the center of this “community,” managing it through strategies that 

include, at minimum, regular mechanical mowing, but may also include aeration, irrigation, and 
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the application of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. As the definition notes, most lawns are 

“artificial” in that they are human-constructed habitats, initiated with commercially available 

grass seed mixes and soil preparation techniques, or through the installation of commercially 

produced sod. In some limited cases lawns may also be the result of long-term maintenance of 

historically occurring meadows, pastures, or grasslands (Ignatieva 2017, 6). In much Western 

scientific discourse, the “ecosystem services” referred to in this definition are understood to 

mean benefits (either in processes or materials) that are “naturally provided” by ecosystems 

(Park and Allaby 2017). This resource-extraction perspective, while it has some utility, has been 

critiqued both within and outside the Western sciences. What is understood as a material or 

processual benefit, and who it accrues to, is not explicitly stated, but the discourse is often 

human-centric, and too often only certain human (dominant, white, settler) needs are taken into 

account (Rupprecht et al. 2020). In the case of lawns, the material “services” that lawns offer as 

settings and surfaces for “leisure, sport, aesthetics and display” and the enhancement of “private 

property values” (Ignatieva 2017, 6) are the highest profile. Less often mentioned are the 

processual offerings of cooling through evapotranspiration, soaking up storm water, and 

(debatably) serving as a carbon sink (6). These “services” will be explored in more detail later, 

alongside the many “disservices” of lawn habitats (Ignatieva et. al 2020, 1), which are becoming 

more and more widely recognized both within and beyond Western scientific discourse. 

3.3.1. The Lawn as a (Questionable) Human-Plant Collaboration 

Before we turn to the deleterious effects of lawns, we will explore another perspective on 

the lawn that positions plants as co-creators of their habitats. This has implications for how we 

discuss and consider the “services” and “disservices” they offer. From a critical plant studies 

perspective, lawns are human-grass conspiracies (Pollan 2002; Myers 2017). They are 



269 

multispecies assemblages of soil, insects, microbes, plants, and humans, formed primarily 

through symbiotic relationships between specific (grassy) vegetal beings and specific human 

beings. These beings interact regularly in ways that form a circle of care that excludes other 

vegetal beings and their entangled life forms. This reciprocal relationship promotes the formation 

of a grass monoculture made up of plants who are able to endure—and even thrive under—the 

pressure of regular mowing and trampling. This exclusive circle of care—a finely tuned system 

of call and response—results in the co-construction of a dense, intertwined, mat-like layer of 

soil, roots/rhizomes/stolons (the below ground portions of grass plants), topped with closely 

packed leaves and stems. It is these leaves and stems that make up the durable “green carpet” we 

see and touch when interacting with lawn habitats.  

Offering a up a surface of uniform height and green color without the assistance of moss 

or so-called “weedy species” —common lawn weeds include clover, creeping charlie, 

dandelion—is no easy feat, for the human or vegetal beings involved.171 Reaching this level of 

coordination between grass and humans has required a process of co-evolution with 

contributions from both sides (Jenkins 1994). The organisms who make this carpet-like surface 

possible are generally perennial (meaning they live for multiple years) grass species in the 

Poaceae family. Various Kentucky bluegrass and Zoysia cultivars are widespread examples in 

North America, but different human-grass assemblages have formed around the world depending 

on climate, technology, access to irrigation, and degree of available maintenance. Regardless, the 

vegetal beings who enter into such arrangements with humans tend to have long, narrow leaves, 

jointed stems, and spikes of wind-borne flowers that are rarely seen because they fall below the 

 
171. There is a history of lawns relying on so-called weedy species for greening. White clover was 
historically included in seed mixes for lawns (Irons 2020), and moss was appreciated for its greening 
capacity but is now considered a lawn weed (“How to Kill Moss in Lawns” n.d.). 
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mower’s blades long before they reach maturity. 

The grass plants that live in lawns have come to excel at carrying out their end of the 

plant-grass conspiracy through a combination of pre-adapted traits and selective breeding by 

humans (Jenkins 1994, 134-138). Forming the dominant vegetation of many areas of the world, 

grasses have long provided food for herds of grazing animals, co-evolving with these grazing 

animals to maintain suitable habitat free of trees and shrubs that would otherwise prevent them 

from receiving adequate sunlight. As humans and grazing animals participated in the 

domestication process, grasses played an important role. Those who responded favorably to 

shifting landscape patterns driven by the co-evolution of humans and grazing animals around the 

world were well-positioned to enter into direct relationships with humans. Some grasses became 

staples in modern industrial agriculture, evolving into rice, wheat, barley and the like, a 

fascinating and devastating process that continues to have implications today (Glémin and 

Bataillon 2009; Gan 2017).  

Other members of the grass diaspora, growing in what is now Europe in a time we now 

call the Medieval period, entered into the beginnings of the human-plant conspiracy that would 

lead to the emergence of lawns as a widespread phenomenon in nineteenth century England, 

when it became fashionable for aristocrats to demonstrate their wealth and status through 

maintaining closely shorn fields around their estates (Robbins and Sharp 2006, 112; Jenkins 

1994, 10-15). In this setting, lawn habitats became a reinforcement mechanism for the very 

delusion that CEA is designed to uncover and dismantle—the separation between nature and 

culture. While we speak metaphorically about boundaries between nature and culture today, 

these early lawns were literally constructed to create a physical buffer—a green coating of 

monotony—to ease the transition from the so-called “wilds” to the “civilized” structures of the 
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home and garden (Ignatieva et al. 2020, 7). 

While it took some time to play out in the form of the material reality of the lawn, this 

naturalcultural baggage came along when European settlers arrived on the shores of Turtle 

Island. In one facet of wide-ranging terra nullius erasure—overlooking, failing to see or respect, 

the forms of Indigenous productivity and reciprocity with a landscape that was already 

managed—invading settlers brought with them livestock who had evolved in close relationship 

with the grasses of Europe.172 These livestock were ill-suited to interact productively with the 

native grasses they encountered in the Americas, which on the eastern coasts of Turtle Island 

were largely annual grasses. According to early settler journals, these unfamiliar grasses were 

over-browsed and the livestock languished and starved (Jenkins 1994, 10-12). This situation 

created an ecological gap that was rapidly filled by grasses of European origin as settlers 

attempted to re-make the land to produce relationships that were familiar from their home 

naturecultures. Despite widespread examples in England, it took time for the lawn as we know it 

today to begin to emerge on the American continent.  

Lawns came into their own as a palimpsest on top of these violent histories in several 

waves. Initially they served a role similar to that in Europe, as a status symbol reserved for those 

individuals and institutions wealthy enough—and white enough—to keep land in a relatively 

unproductive holding pattern that symbolized affluence and prestige. George Washington and 

Thomas Jefferson were early proponents of the lawn in the fledgling USA, creating some of the 

earliest examples after the European model around their country estates (Jenkins 1994, 15-17). In 

 
172. In the case of lands in the contemporary northeastern United States, Indigenous management 
involved periodic burning, harvesting and promoting hardwood nut production (Tulowiecki and Larsen 
2015; Abrams and Nowacki 2008; Kimmerer 2015a), acting as a keystone species in a carefully 
orchestrated and responsive naturalcultural system Enrique Salmón has described as “kincentric ecology” 
(2000). See section 2.7 for more explanation. 
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the urban context, as cities expanded and concerns over public and environmental health and 

industrialization grew across the nineteenth century, large public parks, complete with fields, 

lawns, and promenades, were part of “moralizing” infrastructure designed for their “character-

molding capabilities” to be applied to working class, immigrant communities (Taylor 1999). At 

the same time, elite city dwellers began to flee the city for the first suburbs, where they created 

estates offset by lawns, where the lawns functioned as “examples of decorum” for the masses 

and as exemplars of wealth, privilege, and mastery over the landscape and were increasingly 

framed as “moral bastions of the nation in opposition to the corruption of the cities” (Jenkins 

1994, 20). These trajectories continued to intensify the association of lawns with cleanliness and 

civility across the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth century, when the next marked 

expansion of lawn culture arose in the wake of the Second World War.  

As the Second World War came to a close and the United States rebounded from the 

Great Depression and war time scarcity, interest in lawns expanded too. Associated most directly 

with the rapid expansion of single-family homes and relative affluence of certain privileged 

segments of the American population, across the 1950s and 1960s, lawns became a neighborly 

default. They also became a boon for the expanding petrochemical industry, which promoted 

fertilizers and herbicides not just to municipalities and institutions, but to individual 

homeowners, who took it upon themselves—with the help of burgeoning advertising budgets and 

strategies—to douse their newly attained private property in chemicals to achieve the ideal carpet 

of green (Jenkins 1994, 133-136; Robbins and Sharp 2006, 110-111).173 Individual nuclear 

 
173. As Robbins and Sharp (2003, 2006) note, the dynamics pushing consumers to care for their lawns 
using deleterious chemicals and time-consuming, expensive mowing regimes are complex. Many report 
awareness of the harms to personal and environmental health, but still feel pressure—social and 
commercial—to cooperate and comply, even as evidence of widespread dissent grows (Robbins and 
Sharp, 2003, 970-972). The recent appearance of books like Lawns into Meadows (Wormser 2020), the 
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families became responsible to their communities for maintaining the spectacle of unproductive 

green space as a marker of civility rolled out in front of the home.  

From the buffer between nature and culture in aristocratic England to a sign of individual 

liberty and atomistic withdrawal into the nuclear family in mid-century America, the lawn has 

flanked and complimented naturalcultural relationships that hinge on damaging false binaries 

between nature and culture. Undermining and uprooting the banal persistence of the lawn is one 

important hinge for leveraging the destruction of this damaging legacy.  

3.4. The Contemporary Lawnscape from a Social-Ecological Systems 
Perspective 

With all this naturalcultural weight behind it, what is the status of the lawn today? 

Dominant Western science is one place to turn to establish a useful baseline for assessing and 

responding to the wide-ranging ecosocial impacts of lawns. Evolution in mapping and modeling 

technology has allowed the interdisciplinary field of social-ecological systems theory, drawing 

on geography, sociology, and urban ecology, to make estimates about where and how lawn 

habitats come into being. Despite huge cultural and climactic variation—and the impending and 

already evident impacts of climate chaos—lawns are currently estimated to be the most 

widespread component of urban green spaces around the world, covering up to 50-70% of green 

space in cities globally (Ignatieva et al. 2020; Hedblom et al. 2017). Here in the United States, 

regularly mowed grass or turf surfaces in urban and suburban areas are estimated to account for 

close to two percent of landcover (Milesi et al. 2005, 426). In shrinking postindustrial cities like 

Troy, where Lawn Lab was founded and continues to have a presence, mowing is often a default 

 
shift of municipalities around the world to no-mow or low-mow strategies, and growing herbicide bans 
are indicative of this shift.  
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strategy where decaying residential or industrial infrastructure has been demolished (Ignatieva 

2020 et al., 2).174 Given these widespread land coverage statistics—much higher than frequently 

maligned habitat types like so-called “kudzu barrens,” which cover at most .082% of land in the 

contiguous United States (Irons 2021)—concern over how lawns impact naturalcultural thriving 

is warranted. These statistics demonstrate that, despite what can sometimes feel like broad 

pushback against lawns, lawn habitats are common and widespread, both in the United States 

and around the world.175 

As noted earlier, in the parlance and approach of social-ecological systems research, 

lawns can provide both ecosystem “services” and “disservices” (Ignatieva et al. 2020, 1). The 

qualities and characteristics of particular lawn habitats and the broader landscapes they are 

embedded in effects and amplifies these impacts. Many of the so-called “services” of lawn 

habitats only come into view when compared with the impacts of concrete, asphalt, and 

buildings—also known as “impervious surfaces”—which cover roughly 1.1% of contiguous land 

in the United States (Elvidge 2007, 1962), but can be as high as fifty or even seventy percent in 

urban centers (Brown de Colstoun et al. 2017, 1). Impervious surfaces shed rainwater into storm 

drains and overburdened sewer systems, contaminating them along the way and in some cases—

 
174. As Ignatieva et al. note, “Lawns are highly recognised and massively prefabricated landscape design 
element. In many cases, turf is used as the easiest and most cost‐effective short‐term solution to covering 
‘leftover places’ after the demolition of buildings or for the ‘beautification’ of abandoned places. For 
shrinking cities, lawns act as an interim successional stage after the abandonment or demolition of built 
structures. While urbanisation has led to a dramatic increase in lawn surfaces, these surfaces require 
significant input of energy and resources and the use of seed mixtures from global lawn nurseries. This 
has resulted in biological and visual homogenisation of urban environments” (2020, 2). 
175. This is of course a complex assertion. How and why lawns might be changed must be interrogated 
and explored in the frameworks we’ve looked at earlier, from questions of neocolonial frontiers in urban 
centers to Indigenous dispossession. As various environmentally-minded municipalities, institutions, 
organizations, and individuals search for space to restore or “rewild” the omnipresent lawn, questions 
around power, control, and ecosocial values across knowledge and value systems must be taken into 
account. 
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including Troy and New York City—contributing to instances of combined sewer overflow, 

where untreated sewage ends up in local waterways (Frazer 2005, A156; Davis 2016, 1-2). When 

compared with impervious surfaces in similar settings, lawns have the potential to absorb a 

greater proportion of the rainwater than falls on or flows into them (Ignatieva et al. 2020, 6). This 

can mitigate storm water runoff and related combined sewer overflow issues, and potentially 

contribute to filtering and recharging groundwater supplies. Similarly, lawn habitats have the 

potential to mitigate problems with severe urban heat, known as the “urban heat island effect” 

through the effects of evaporative cooling (Ignatieva et al. 2020, 5; Norton et al. 2015; Frazer 

2005, A459). As should be expected, exposure to CSO pollution and extreme heat are impacts 

that are inequitably distributed across urban and suburban habitats in ways that mirror other 

impacts of systemic racism and oppression, a reality urban ecologists and others who research 

social-ecological systems are gradually integrating into their research regimes (Schell et al. 2020; 

Clark 2007). I will further explore examples of the differential impacts and implications of 

varied lawn habitats across geographies also defined by race and class when we examine the 

specific lawn habitats that have been part of Lawn Lab.176 

When compared to other forms of urban greenspace—from forested vacant lots to feral 

meadows—some of the many “disservices” provided by lawns come into high relief. Much lawn 

care involves the use of gas-powered machines for frequent cutting, which both contributes to 

global greenhouse gas emissions and to local point source pollution (Ignatieva et al. 2020, 11; 

Priest, Williams, and Bridgman 2000). This can counteract any benefits received from lawns in 

terms of carbon sequestration potential, which has the potential to be high in less maintained 

grassland settings (Scurlock and Hall, 1998). Increasingly, in many climates, lawns need to be 

 
176. A concrete example here is differential herbicide use across different racial and socioeconomic 
landscapes in New York City, as documented in a recent report from the Black Institute (Einstein 2020). 
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watered to remain green throughout the year, contributing to aquifer depletion and exacerbating 

water extraction from non-urban settings for use in urban and suburban habitats (Milesi et al. 

2005; Runfola et al. 2013). In the United States recent research suggests that lawns are the most 

widespread irrigated “crop” in the country (Milesi et al. 2005, 426). Highly maintained lawns 

also require frequent chemical inputs, in the form of synthetic fertilizers, herbicides, and 

fungicides, inputs which can have deleterious effects on water quality (Robbins and Birkenholtz 

2003, 181). Additionally, frequently maintained lawns tend to have compacted surfaces—an 

effect of running heavy mowing machines over the soil frequently. Compacted soil does not 

absorb water as readily, and can shed water at rates similar to concrete and asphalt in some cases. 

During heavy rainfall events—becoming more and more common with climate chaos—

compacted lawns can drain much of the water that falls on them into gutters and sewers. 

Fertilizer and herbicide chemicals present in these lawns are mixed into stormwater, which 

contributes to algal blooms and the chemical body burdens of aquatic organisms, which of 

course get filtered back up the food chain, and even into humans who hunt, fish, and forage in 

urban and suburban settings.177  

Even when lawn care does not involve heavy fertilizer and herbicide use or irrigation, 

closely shorn, frequently disturbed vegetation can have negative effects on air quality in dry 

months. Especially with water restrictions and droughts, rising dust from desiccated or bare 

lawns circulates in the air. In postindustrial and urban settings with a history of soil pollution, 

this can lead to the circulation of heavy metals and other contaminants (Ignatieva et al. 2020, 6). 

As might be expected, the presence of heavy metal contaminated soils maps up with other 

 
177. Subsistence foraging and fishing in urban and ruderal habitats with dangerous water quality due to 
CSO, agricultural, and industrial runoff is also an environmental justice issue, as it is a practice that is 
more common among food insecure and immigrant communities, and can be exacerbated by lack of clear 
educational materials in the target community’s language, as shown in Shand et al. 2013. 
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injustices, impacting already burdened communities (McClintock 2012, ). These specific 

maintenance practices, whether they involve only mowing or other strategies, displace many 

other possible configurations and human-plant relationally in urban greenspace. From urban 

Indigenous forest management to public community orchards (Poe et al. 2013) to urban 

grasslands (Buchholz et al. 2018), other possibilities abound, but lawns remain well-entrenched 

for a host of naturalcultural reasons, from aesthetic preference to safety concerns to 

convenience.178 

You’ve been reading about lawns in the abstract for at least five minutes now. How do 

you feel about the lawn-like habitat that is closest to you at this moment? Where is it? Is there 

shorn grass in your yard, a nearby neighborhood park, or perhaps the school or university closest 

to you? Imagine coming into contact with that turf with your bare feet. Flex your toes, arch your 

feet. How would that lawn feel? Cool, soft…dusty, hard…dry, prickly? Maybe you want to stand 

up, to feel more? Go ahead, step away from the screen or page and settle your feet into the floor. 

Then, for maybe ten breaths, close your eyes and feel that lawn through your feet.  

Even with their environmentally deleterious effects increasingly acknowledged, lawns 

remain a monotonous and widespread habitat type, their banality simultaneously occluding and 

reinscribing the enduring legacies of settler-colonialism and extractive capitalism in the guise of 

what some call an “ecological tidiness disorder” (Macdonald 2019, quoted in Hoare 2021, para. 

23). In Troy, where Lawn Lab was initially founded in 2018, the living land is subject to 

antiquated mandates declaring any growth of “weeds” to a height over six inches to be a 

 
178. In the context of the Northeastern United States, concerns about providing tick habitat in fragmented 
urban greenspace is one legitimate reason to keep mowed paths with ample walking space in areas with 
frequent foot traffic. 
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“nuisance, injurious to public interests and public health” (“City of Troy, NY: Weeds.” n.d.).179 

This mandate encourages—and sometimes demands, through fines and city-provided physical 

intervention—that humans who steward open land adopt a default practice of regular mowing, 

creating a mosaic of closely shorn lawn-like vegetation throughout the city. This is not an 

uncommon situation in small and medium-sized towns and cities throughout the United States, 

but there are gradual shifts taking place.  

The observation that lawns—especially heavily maintained ones—are not the best land 

use solution in urban and suburban settings is not a new, and pressure to shift these practices is 

gaining steam, from research into sustainable turf to reductions in mowing requirements at the 

municipal level. Increasingly cities and municipalities, often at the behest of activists, are being 

pushed to re-imagine the way open public land—from street verges to cemeteries—as urban 

meadows or productive grasslands, to be mowed infrequently and selectively (Robbins and 

Sharp 2003, 970-972). Examples run the gamut from Cape Town, South Africa’s recently 

announced “grow don’t mow” program (Viljoen 2021) to Linköping, Sweden’s ongoing 

experiments with low mow municipal land (Strand Wåtz 2020), to New York State’s pollinator 

corridors along highways (Cuomo, Seggos, and Ball 2020).  

Despite these shifts, there is much complexity to unravel in the move towards less 

rigorously maintained urban green space. In one vein, recent gardening and landscape books, 

popular science articles, and non-profit organizations encourage individuals to participate in this 

turn by shifting the way they personally maintain and interact with land they own. While 

individual buy-in has a role to play in shifting naturalcultural consciousness, a focus on personal 

 
179. According to the Troy municipal code, “weeds” means: “1. The ambrosiaceae family, to which 
belong the ragweeds, both giant and dwarf; the goldenrod weed; and the cocklebur weed. 2. All rank 
vegetable growth which exhales unpleasant and noxious odors and also high and rank vegetable growth, 
which may conceal filthy deposits.” (“City of Troy, NY: Weeds.” n.d.) 
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ownership and individual responsibility can reinscribe problematic neoliberal tendencies, where 

the outsourcing of ecosocial care falls on community members in ways that privileges those with 

more resources and time, and penalizes those who don’t own land or who live in socioeconomic 

settings where “re-wilding” or “un-lawning” might be hard to distinguish from neglect or 

decay.180 Alternatively, greening programs—whether municipally run or coordinated by 

nonprofit organizations and community groups—can also have a “green gentrification” effect 

with escalating property values, leading some theorists to posit a “just green enough” (Wolch, 

Byrne, and Newell 2014, 234) scenario that balances the risks of gentrification with the rewards 

of equitably distributed, high quality green space. This conundrum assumes a business-as-usual 

approach to both the housing market and the aesthetics of greening that phytocentric pedagogy, 

like many forms of CEA, is designed to resist and reimagine. 

Additionally, urban greening that is based on shifting lawn maintenance regimes can run 

into dissent, whether implemented at the individual level or the state level. Whether attacked as 

messy, dangerous, or an inappropriate cost-cutting measure, communicating to the broader 

public how and why shifts in maintenance regimes are taking place is essential but also 

challenging. When these shifts are carried out in poor communities of color without community 

buy in, the same frictions and tensions can take on dimensions of the neocolonialism described 

by Paperson (2014), when well-intentioned environmentalist agendas are imposed on poor, 

largely Black and brown communities by largely white environmentalists or city officials 

(Carmichael and McDonough 2019; Taylor 2014; Paperson 2014). There is a complex knot to be 

explored around the persistence of lawns and the potential of un-lawning for multispecies justice 

and ecosocial thriving. Given this friction-inducing complexity, it is no surprise that the topic has 

 
180. I use these terms together, “rewild” and “un-lawn,” as a means of bouncing them off one and other, 
for reasons addressed in note 170.  
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attracted a range of artists who work in ways related to my vision of CEA for plant-human 

thriving. 

3.5. Turf Appeal: A Brief Survey of Lawn-Disrupting Artistic Practices 
and Projects 

Given their ubiquity and multifaceted naturalcultural associations and implications, lawns 

have long been juicy targets for artists and other creative instigators. In engaging with lawn 

habitats, NESL joins a long line of lawn experimentation and disruption. As explored in chapter 

2, in 1969 Hans Haacke brought the “earth” in the nascent Earth art genre to life with his 

installation Grass Grows which was part of one of the first Earth art survey exhibitions. Whether 

or not he intended the lawn reference, in the context of my research, his conical mound of soil 

sprouting a thick carpet of grass is both comically absurd and an experiment in the lengths to 

which humans and grass will go to appease each other in the ongoing green monoculture 

conversation. Later that decade, Haacke created Bowery Seeds, a piece that was structurally 

similar but applied an inverse kind of logic. Haacke left a pile of soil on the roof of a loft 

building in the Bowery, and allowed it to green itself spontaneously, from wind-borne seeds and 

whatever seeds were already present in the soil. With these two pieces as poles, we can establish 

a gradient from highly controlled—perhaps we might say “domesticated”—plant-human 

collaboration in a gallery setting to more spontaneous—perhaps “feral-ruderal”—plant-human 

collaboration out in the field.   

In the European context, Lois Weinberger started exploring the tug between domesticated 

and feral/ruderal plant-human collaborations as early as the 1980s. Iconic pieces like his 

enclosed Wild Cage - Ruderalgarten series and his 1997 contribution to Documenta X —of 

transplanted “foreign immigrant plants” (Weinberger 1997, para. 1) collected throughout Central 
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and Eastern Europe to the train tracks of Kassel Central Station as a sculptural installation—are 

well-known. He tangled most directly with lawn aesthetics and function in a recent series entitled 

Ruderal Society: Excavating a Garden, some of which are currently being realized posthumously 

after the artist’s death in spring of 2020. These interventions involve cutting a long “scar” 

through a lawn by mechanical means, revealing a neat meter wide strip of bare soil, while the 

turf is piled into a large mound at the end of the incision (Trummer 2021, para. 1). The exposed 

soil is left to the whims of “ruderal” plants, and in some cases the contributions of local 

community members who may add seeds and plants of their own choosing, which they perhaps 

perceive as more desirable than the spontaneous (weedy) vegetation that arises at Weinberger’s 

invitation. While Haacke’s early work with grass, seeds, and soil arose in the conversation 

around systems science and materiality, Weinberger asserts an interest in migration politics in 

Europe, the spiritual power of vegetal life, and hierarchies among and between human and more-

than-human life. He also cites the role of botany in urban settings, acknowledging post World 

War II ruderal botany and nascent novel ecosystems theory as relevant to his approach 

(Weinberger 1997; Trevor 2013).  As already noted in chapter 2, Mei-Ling Hom’s 1994 project 

Invasive Aliens engaged related themes on American turf from the perspective of a second-

generation Asian American living in the United States. Later that decade, for the “architectural 

culture” exhibition The American Lawn: Surface of Everyday Life at the Canadian Center for 

Architecture, American-born conceptual artist Mel Ziegler was commissioned to create the 

public sculpture Growing Concern (1998), which consisted of a “grass relief” that inscribed the 

estimated number of blades of grass growing in the lawn in front of the museum—

325,293,680—into the lawn’s surface through selective mowing using a template calling 

attention to the intense management regimes employed in lawn maintenance (CCA 1998). 



282 

In a more recent and widely recognized example, from 2005 to 2013, Minnesota-born 

American artist Fritz Haeg established a series of lawn disrupting-gardens under the title of 

Edible Estates. Starting in Salina, Kansas, the “geographic center of the United States,” Haeg 

and his studio collaborated with individual families to create a series of fifteen prototype gardens 

that demonstrate potential approaches to transitioning the traditional front lawn into a food 

producing garden (Allen et al. 2010). Project locations were selected strategically, for a 

combination of public visibility and the potential for long term commitment from those who 

would live with and steward the garden into the future. In each case, Haeg and his team work 

with the selected family to design the garden, and install it together over an intensive weekend of 

work that involves ripping out the lawn and re-planting it. Gardens were commissioned by 

museums or other cultural institutions, and installed at no cost to the receiving family. After 

installation the new garden-habitat is handed over to the family, who take on the admittedly 

substantial task of stewarding it as they are able into the future. The project is effective in 

presenting a powerfully disruptive vision of other potentials for the ubiquitous lawn. The 

photographs of families standing in front of staid front lawns in the “before” scenario, and then 

beaming in front of a verdant, complex garden habitat in the “after” documentation are 

compelling. The transformative nature of the process (the lawn to garden transition takes place in 

a single weekend) is exciting and visually arresting. Like Haeg’s process, Lawn Lab engages 

rapid transformation through the lawn removal process, but lets the temporality of plant growth 

establish the arc of transformation beyond that, with more emphasis on the friction and slow 

transformation in the wake of disturbance. 

Other recent examples abound. For Documenta 13 in 2010, Chinese artist Song Dong 

created Doing Nothing Garden, a large mound of rubble and trash sited in a prominent open 
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lawn in Kassel, Germany. Bounded by decorative red ceramic edging and topped with the 

Chinese characters for “Doing” and “Nothing” rendered in neon, the mound was covered in soil 

and seeds and allowed to gradually transform over the course of two years “from a mound of dirt 

roped off from the public to something completely assimilated into the environment” in its fully 

vegetated state (Fleit 2013, para. 6). In 2017 Brian Collier, who describes himself on his website 

as an “artist, educator, and re-naturalist” advocated for a similarly “hands-off” approach when he 

founded the project Unlawning America in Burlington Vermont (Collier n.d.). With the subtitle 

“A Call to Inaction” Collier uses the project to encourage anyone in a frequent mowing 

relationship with a lawn that is not actively used for recreation to consider reducing or 

eliminating mowing, pesticide and fertilizer use. Offering a kit with signage, site markers, a 

“biodiversity enhancement disc” embedded with wildflower seeds, and a promotional poster, 

Collier seeks public participation from homeowners with residential lawns and from institutions, 

and offers strategies for those uncertain about taking the plunge, from the suggestion make 

“shaped meadows” that show evidence of care, to using educational signage to explain the 

transition taking place (Collier n.d.). In this way Collier’s project echoes a range of municipal, 

non-profit, and university initiatives promoting similar “low mow” or “no mow” approaches, 

which he acknowledges in the project information on his website. Dong, Collier, and Haeg’s 

approaches all have resonances with the approach and aspirations NESL brings to Lawn Lab, and 

we hope that the additional layer we bring in framing our project as a form of phytocentric 

pedagogy provides an additional means through which to extend and expand these un-lawning 

approaches.  

3.6. The Next Epoch Seed Library and the Emergence of Lawn Lab 

Before we turn to phytocentric pedagogy in more detail, we will spend a bit more time 
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exploring the founding and evolution of Lawn Lab, beginning with how the project emerged out 

of the Next Epoch Seed Library (NESL), which I founded in 2015 with sculptor Anne Percoco. 

NESL came out of our shared interest in found materials and overlooked landscapes. I was 

foraging for pigments in so-called vacant lots for my ongoing Feral and Invasive Pigments 

project, and Anne was collecting sculptural materials, occasionally including plants, from similar 

habitats in Jersey City, New Jersey. As we discovered the pleasures and affordances of seed 

collecting, storing, and sharing—from hands-on interaction with plants we would otherwise 

overlook, to the careful attention to daily, weekly, and seasonal cycles it took to meet the plants 

when they were going to seed, to the excitement of seeing a seed we’d collected and stored come 

to life—we began to reimagine the conventional seed library as we understood it, as an 

expanded, open format that could exist across a multifaceted, multidisciplinary artistic platform. 

 

 

Figure 15: Anne Percoco collecting seeds for the Next Epoch Seed Library in the median of the Bronx 
Concourse, Munsee-Lenape land, Fall 2016. Photo by the author. 
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As enthusiastic non-experts surrounded by concrete, parking lots, and high-rises, instead 

of limiting our focus to agriculturally and horticulturally recognized species, we opened it up to 

those vegetal beings we knew best and who lived with us in the city: disturbance adapted weedy 

species. In the same moment we recognized the absurdity of this gesture, we offered it with joy 

and the desire to have others join us in the pleasures of getting to know our urban plant 

neighbors, appreciate vegetal life as active and agential, and kick that “all weeds are bad or ugly” 

habit. In doing so, we quickly found ourselves interrogating assumptions around nativeness, 

belonging, and plant-human reciprocity in the face of a changing climate, topics I have addressed 

in-depth in earlier pages of this dissertation. As the project developed, we held walks and 

workshops, and made pop-up libraries in pristine university galleries, on the streets, in decaying 

factories, and even on a boat (Mary Mattlingly’s Swale). Across these forms, we experimented 

with developing accessible and pleasurable situations for connecting urban-dwelling humans and 

weedy plants, from guides and maps to curriculum materials for starting your own pop-up 

library. Along the way, we came to know the weedy species we live alongside in intimate and 

generative ways that reconfigured our conception of ourselves and our habitat, making us 

believers in the powerful pull of reciprocal connections with plant life.  

As we covered in chapters 1 and 2, from Robin Wall Kimmerer’s (2015a) call for 

biocultural remediation to Anna Tsing’s ethnography of weediness (2005, 171-202), many 

scholars and practitioners have explored how enacting reciprocal relationships with plant-beings 

has a significant role to play in human culture and sociality. Others have described how 

alienation from these reciprocal relationships has led to destructive situations like the so-called 

“war on invasive species” and the ongoing arms race between corporate herbicide producers and 

weedy resistance (Orion and Homgren 2015, chap. 1; Moore 2015b, 273-74). In contemporary 
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urban ecosystems, widespread impervious surfaces and zealously manicured parks can make 

opportunities for connecting with plant life seem limited. As we have explored, it takes some 

effort, unlearning, and repatterning to see the many weedy plant species that live alongside us in 

the city. As a platform, NESL has provided us with an opportunity to experiment with different 

modes for connecting plants and humans in urban habitats, leading directly to my conception of 

phytocentric pedagogy.  

Although NESL works in an artistic context, our efforts are in direct dialogue with the 

missions of other seed-saving institutions operating beyond the arts. Like the Svalbard Global 

Seed Vault, in Norway—dedicated to saving agricultural seeds deep underground for posterity—

we are interested in long-term storage and genetic diversity (Westengen, Jeppson, and Guarino 

2013, 1). We also align ourselves with the motivations of community seed storage and trading 

efforts that reclaim the autonomy of informal and community seed-saving cultures from 

corporate and private control, as practiced by groups like the Seed Savers Exchange (SSE) and 

the White Earth Land Recovery Project’s Indigenous Seed Library (SSE n.d.; WELRP n.d.). 

Each of these approaches have roles to play in nurturing future possibilities for plant-human 

solidarity. We see NESL as working across and between these models, using the flexible 

umbrella of artistic practice to reach audiences and habitats who might not otherwise engage 

with seed saving, while also challenging normative conceptions of what should be saved, and for 

whom. Our logo, with its two triangles, one light, one dark, inverted across a midline, reflects 

these multiple roles. Anne designed it to reflect the above and belowground nature of plants and 

seed libraries. Just as plants live an entangled life above and below the soil, our seed collection is 

both available for ongoing, active circulation and stored long-term, out of circulation, or 

“belowground.” 
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Figure 16: Next Epoch Seed Library installation at Burlington City Arts for the exhibition Apocalypse Diet, 
including our logo on the wall, Abenaki land, February 2020. Photo by the author. 

As NESL has evolved over the past six years—branching out to include deep time seed 

burial projects and seed redistribution networks—we have retained a commitment to working in 

habitats described variously as urban or ruderal.181 As I explored in section 2.6.5, increasingly 

these sites are being recognized as lively zones full of novel ecological relationships, providing 

insights into how ecosystems might evolve under extreme environmental conditions (Hobbs, 

Higgs, and Hall 2013). These evolving environmental conditions have significant implications 

for plant-human relationships, impacting everything from agriculture to the severity of the urban 

 
181. See section 1.9 for an explanation of these terms.  
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heat island effect, topics that are deeply intertwined with issues of ecosocial justice (Stoetzer 

2018; Schelle et al. 2020). For NESL, these settings provide a widespread and accessible habitat 

type and a compelling context in which to do hands-on experiments around renewing and re-

learning plant-human solidarity. 

Joining scholars and practitioners working in disciplines ranging from urban geography, 

to landscape architecture, to urban ecology, we see ruderal landscapes as “informal green space” 

(Rupprecht 2017, 209) capable of providing benefits ascribed to formal parks and gardens, while 

also supporting a diverse and complex example of how multispecies communities can be woven 

into urban life (Del Tredici 2010a).182 Joining scholars of feminist and Indigenous STS and 

multispecies studies, we also recognize that given the compromised future that is already upon 

us—in which a majority of the Earth’s human population dwells in cities that are more and more 

heavily impacted by climate chaos—working with urban and ruderal land requires be attunement 

to the complexities of ecosocial justice, an intersectional approach to environmentalism that 

seeks guidance from feminist, decolonial, Indigenous, and multispecies perspectives in striving 

for the most equitable version of that future possible.183 

So how did a seed saving project dedicated to the ruderal and weedy gaps in urban 

habitats come to focus on the staid and tidy lawn? As I noted in chapter 1, for me there is a 

smooth conceptual linkage from the urban to the ruderal to the monocultural. Each is intertwined 

and implicated in the ongoing and intensifying chains of extraction and exploitation that make 

 
182. Rupprecht’s formulation of informal green space is designed to reflect some of the same concerns 
reflected in dialogues around “green gentrification” (Wolch, Byrne, and Newell 2014)—as usual caveats 
and contradictions exists around when municipalities and the state can be trusted to invest in meaningful 
ways in historically marginalized and excluded communities, versus when that investment turns into 
neocolonial land-grabbing, as explored in Paperson 2014. 
183. See sections 1.7 and 1.8 for a definition and analysis of ecosocial justice and intersectional forms of 
environmentalism.  
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contemporary Euro-Western and global elite lifestyles possible. While these conceptual linkages 

are strong, there are also very specific, vegetal, earthly entanglements that made for a smooth 

shift from sidewalk cracks and superfund sites to the ubiquitous green carpet of the American—

now global—lawn. Weedy plant species often collect at the edges of lawns, where fences, 

bushes, or other border-making and marking technologies provide shelter from the mower’s 

blades, trampling feet, and other lawn maintenance strategies. Additionally, certain kinds of 

weedy plants—known colloquially as “lawn weeds”—thrive in the midst of many lawns. Only 

the most rigorously maintained—regularly mowed, fertilized, watered, herbicide-treated, aerated, 

and reseeded—manage to resist the occasional dandelion, crabgrass, or white clover. Thus, 

NESL has spent plenty of time engaging with seed-producing plants in and around lawns, 

collecting the seeds of those hardy enough to make a go of it among the constant disturbance of 

lawn life.  
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Figure 17: The Next Epoch Seed Library collecting dandelion seeds in a lawn in the Meadowlands, Munsee-
Lenape land near Secaucus, New Jersey, Fall 2016. Photos by the author. 

Beyond our familiarity with lawns through engaging with the weedy life they harbor, 

Lawn Lab is also an outgrowth of NESL’s work with weedy seeds and time. Early in NESL’s 

existence, we were intrigued to learn that some seeds can stay dormant for long periods of time, 

seemingly inert, but still alive, very slowly consuming a small germ of energy as they wait for 

the right conditions to sprout. Through our own experiences with soil and seeds, and through 
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perusing dominant Western scientific literature, we learned that seeds from some disturbance-

oriented plants can exist in this kind of suspended animation for decades or even centuries.184 

Seeds that remain dormant in the soil form what is known as the soil seed bank. The seeds in the 

soil seed bank often don’t reflect the species composition of the current plant community who 

root in the same soil, and are even present in soils where vegetation isn't actively growing, such 

as below asphalt or under glaciers (Kalisz 1990). Many questions remain regarding how dormant 

seeds impact ecosystem recovery, but it is clear that “persistent seed banks” play a role in 

adaptation to disturbance (Ibid 1227). Because it contains disturbance-oriented species, the soil 

seed bank provides the ingredients to jumpstart healing after bare soil is exposed, whether from a 

tree falling in a forest, the scraping power of strong floodwaters, or the mechanical leveling of 

the land with a backhoe. Without fast-growing plant life, bare soil is subject to rapid erosion, 

which leads to a chain of negative impacts. Over the first few years of NESL’s existence Anne 

and I found ourselves contributing to the soil seed bank through our deep time seed burials, 

including public events hosted by Smackmellon Gallery (2017), The Flux Factory for Lorissa 

Rinehart’s Wilder City (2017) and The Sanctuary for Independent Media’s Uptown Summer 

program (2018). We began to contemplate the latent life hidden in the soil—whether in a ruderal 

space like a decaying parking lot, or under a heavily maintained lawn. This rumination on lawns 

as potential keepers of a seed bank in waiting only intensified when I moved to Troy in 2017 and 

found myself surrounded by magnitudes more turf than I had encountered regularly in my fifteen 

years in Brooklyn.   

 
184. We were particularly inspired to come across the work of botanist W.J. Beal, who started a seed 
burial and unearthing project in 1879 that is still active today, as it has been handed down across 
generations of plant ecologists (Telewski and Zeevaart 2002). The most recent unearthing occurred just 
this year, and was a bright spot in the darkness of a pandemic spring. Some of the 140-year-old seeds still 
sprouted (Giaimo 2021).  
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As I settled into Troy, I initially confronted acres of lawn at Rensselaer Polytechnic 

Institute (RPI). As my wanders expanded, I found lawn-like habitats filling many fissures and 

gaps in the postindustrial urban landscape. As I formed new routines, I cut through lawns that 

looked like they’d never received human touch other than through the blades of a mower, wound 

my way through lawns that were populated with lounging students, and meandered along the 

edges of trash strewn lawns that were ragged at the edges, recently trimmed with a weed 

whacker that had struggled to cut through their dense growth. I found myself in conversation 

with groundskeepers at RPI who were spot-treating weeds with Round-Up outside the door to 

my studio building, and grappling with my landlord over how the border between our parking 

area and front lawn would be maintained (or not). In retrospect, I can see lawn habitats were 

calling out to me in the same way pokeweed and Asiatic dayflower led me to see the street tree 

pits and so-called vacant lots of Brooklyn with new eyes a decade earlier. Lawns came to assert 

themselves in my day-to-day life in a way that made them impossible to relegate to background 

blur, the way they are intended to function. Along with Anne, I began to mull over how I could 

bring them into the foreground for others in ways that would trouble their normative status and 

offer concrete possibilities for other kinds of plant-human relationships. 

The process began in earnest when I approached a range of lawn-wielding institutions 

and individuals in the winter of 2018 and invited them into what I presented as a simple, low-

stakes collaboration. I framed the collaboration as a journey of discovery: if they would lend a 

one-by-one meter, publicly visible patch of lawn to the project, together we could discover what 

seeds might be sleeping beneath it. Through connections facilitated by friends, peers, and 

colleagues, I got a surprising range of willing participants, and capped the first season at ten plots 

due to capacity. The sites ranged from carefully maintained turf grass at RPI, to a consistently 
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mowed lawn at the Sanctuary for Independent Media’s Freedom square, to lightly maintained 

fields in so-called vacant lots. By the end of May, in addition to regularly mowed vacant lots and 

several RPI lawns, NESL had established plots in a church yard, in front of a convenience store, 

in a community park, and in the side yard of a two-family home. At each location we removed 

turf by hand, often during public events arranged with local community organizations, then 

marked off the plot with flagging and signage explaining the project. At each site we also 

collected soil samples that were used for indoor soil seed bank studies, which took place at 

NATURE Lab, which, as explored in section 2.6.6, is a nascent community science lab that is 

part of the Sanctuary for Independent Media. In both situations—the plots sited in lawns and the 

trays of soil in the lab—seeds exposed to warmth, light, air and water started sprouting almost 

immediately. Over the coming months, from early spring to late summer, they transformed into 

verdant patches of un-lawned vegetation, each with a different composition and plant community 

structure. As the plots grew, we held fieldwork sessions to explore the multispecies life that 

emerged and coalesced in and around them, and collected both traditional and multisensorial data 

about them. These plots were then “re-domesticated” at the end of the pilot season—their plants 

harvested and made into herbarium specimens, final data recorded, and then the land returned to 

bare soil and re-seeded with grass seed. These activities were also carried out as public events 

where possible. 
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Figure 18: Four Lawn Lab plots at RPI during the project’s pilot season, Mohican land, Summer 2018. Photos 
by the author. 

Since this proof-of-concept pilot season, NESL has facilitated three more seasons of 

Lawn Lab, with the fourth currently in progress. For the 2019 season, Anne designed an 

international-safety-yellow, pyramid-shaped sculptural form to top the plots. Echoing the design 

of the NESL logo, the triangular forms off-sets the one-by-one meter transect plots so common 

in dominant Western ecological studies and provides a hard-edged set of angles and lines that are 

later disrupted and altered by plant growth. We used this sculptural form for two University-

based installations in the 2019 season. We established two plots at Seton Hall University on 

Lenape Land in current-day Jersey City, New Jersey as an outdoor, public-facing component of 
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an exhibition focused on issues around water access and justice. For an installation at Wheaton 

University, on Wampanoag land in current-day Norton, Massachusetts, we provided curricular 

materials and guidance for a curator and a team of interns to build, install, and monitor three 

plots themselves, culminating in a NESL gallery exhibition and event series at the end of the 

growing season. Over the 2020 season our approach shifted due to the pressures of the ongoing 

global pandemic. Plans for a large-scale installation at RPI were cancelled, and other locations 

were scaled back, as we shifted to concentrate our activities on a single privately owned lawn in 

North Central Troy, a historically redlined neighborhood with a largely Black, brown and 

immigrant population and low access to quality green space. Permission to transform this lawn 

was reached in collaboration with a private land owner through a connection to The Sanctuary 

for Independent Media (The Sanctuary), with whom I have a long-running relationship.  
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Figure 19: Lawn Lab in North Central Troy at NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for Independent Media's 
environmental education campus, Mohican land, September 2021. Photo by the author. 

Active in North Central Troy since 2005, The Sanctuary has grown from a single 

building—a refurbished church serving as telecommunications facility for performance and 

independent media-making—to a block-wide urban environmental campus including the 

community garden Collard City Growers, recently opened community science lab NATURE lab, 

the outdoor performance facility and community gathering location Freedom Square, intern and 

staff housing in refurbished row houses, and a range of other garden and growing spaces.  

This physical growth has been paralleled by an expanding mission that now combines 

media literacy and media justice with social and environmental justice, transforming the 

organization into an “incubator for science, art, and social justice” (Peace 2021, para. 1). This 
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expanding mission is deeply intertwined with the needs of the local community. The 

neighborhood around the non-profit makes up one of the poorest census tracts in New York 

State, with a historical and ongoing record of disinvestment (Cavicchi, Anderson, and The 

Sanctuary for Independent Media 2018). Since 2017, I have been involved in developing 

programming for NATURE Lab as an educator and artist in residence, and in other Sanctuary 

activities, like co-organizing “Ruderal Ecologies: Grounds for Change” (2017) and “Ruderal 

Ecologies 2” (2021).  

In the context of the Sanctuary’s environmental education campus, rather than spreading 

single plots across a wide variety of locations, we concentrated a series of six plots in a single 

lawn, and began to experiment with different modes of un-lawning, from simply uprooting turf, 

as in our previous seasons, to incorporating local compost, allowing the lawn grasses to grow 

without mowing, and even adding seeds from our library collection and hosting seedlings from 

the Land Institute as part of a civic science experiment. We have been fortunate to continue this 

installation into the 2021 season, expanding it to ten plots and incorporating a wider variety of 

un-lawning techniques, pandemic-safe public events, signage and an information kiosk, and an 

audio tour (see Appendix A.2 and B.2 for more information). The techniques and approaches 

brought to this work are explored further in section 3.7. 
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Figure 20: Lawn Lab at Green-Wood Cemetery, Munsee-Lenape land, Brooklyn, New York, March 2021. 
Photo by the author. 

For the 2021 season we also initiated a series of three plots at Green-Wood Cemetery, a 

large, well-attended green space in the diverse neighborhood of Sunset Park, Brooklyn, also on 

Lenape land. These plots were established in collaboration with Green-Wood’s education 

department and their horticulture department’s ongoing “Rethinking Urban Grasslands” project 

(Charap, Evans, and Rossi 2020). This location provided a relatively old and established lawn 

habitat to work with; the cemetery’s management team estimates that the main lawn where we 

installed our sculptures has been continuously mowed for at least eighty years. Each of these 

settings and situations has different affordances and challenges, and has provided fodder for 

developing and honing different modes of phytocentric pedagogy. With this somewhat 
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mechanical recounting of the Lawn Lab process behind us, we can shift gears to a more 

grounded, specific re-counting of the project through an exploration of approaches to 

phytocentric pedagogy.  

 

Figure 21: Practicing Phytocentric Pedagogy with a Lawn Lab plot in the fall. Photo by the author. 

3.7. Why Phytocentric Pedagogy? Lawn Lab as Testing Ground 

Throughout my doctoral research process, Lawn Lab has provided a testing ground for 

hands-on, practice-based experiments in CEA for plant-human solidarity. The ubiquitous lawn 

habitats and their many cohabitants—human and nonhuman—of Troy and beyond have met me 

halfway, helping me shape what I have come to think of as a kind of phytocentric pedagogy 

approach to CEA. First catalyzed by my embodied experiences with plant life, and supplemented 

greatly by insights from land-based pedagogy, critical pedagogy, and critical plant studies among 

others, this approach involves a suite of tactics that come together to advance the goal of learning 

with and from plants in disturbed habitats through a phytocentric lens. 
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Drawing on environmental philosopher Michael Marder’s conception of phytocentrism 

(2014, 237) —the centering of vegetal life as a replacement for other common but faulty Euro-

Western philosophical centerings like animals (zoocentrism) or all living entities (biocentrism)—

I am interested in how fairly familiar artistic approaches, from painting with so-called natural 

materials to siting public sculpture in a lawn, shift when they are repeatedly reframed through a 

lens that centers plants.185 As I explored in chapter 2, the inspiration and sustenance to persist in 

this reframing is rooted in a range of broader disciplinary and interdisciplinary contexts and 

practices. These include the ballooning interest in plant agency and ingenuity explored in 

nuanced ways by critical plant studies (Hall 2011; Mancuso, Viola, and Pollan 2015; Hamilton 

2015; Myers 2020). From critical pedagogy I gain confidence in my commitment to facilitate 

horizontal modes of teaching and learning that recognize the expertise, tacit knowledge, and 

embodied wisdom of all participants in ways that attend to histories of oppression and exclusion. 

From land-based pedagogies I gratefully receive the reminder to attend to the layered histories of 

the land not as an inert object, but as a living entity that has ongoing, active relationships with 

specific humans, resisting the tendency of Euro-Western environmental education to erase the 

ongoing presence of Indigenous peoples or neutralize the impacts of settler colonial violence on 

the land.186  

Flowing from this orientation comes the constantly circulating, ebbing and flowing 

reminder that as a human instigator of phytocentric pedagogy, I am only one part of the puzzle, 

half of Natasha Myers’ Planthropos (2020, para. 16). Vegetal life was here long before me, and 

continues to shape and build the world I inhabit, even as I reach out to touch and be touched by 

 
185. For a more detailed look at Marder’s critique of zoocentrism and biocentrism see section 2.5. 
186. For a deeper analysis of critical pedagogy, CPS, and land-based pedagogies see sections 2.3.6, 2.5, 
and 2.8. 
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my weedy plant brethren. The vegetal life I meet and invite into my artistic practice are 

responding to and learning from me, in an ongoing dance of co-evolution. While these practices 

may feel new in some contexts, they are not so much a turn as a return to ways of knowing that 

used to be much more prevalent, and continue to be practiced in different ways around the world 

as part of myriad Indigenous biocultural traditions, and also by vegetally-attuned scholars, 

herbalists, foragers, gardeners, farmers, scientists, technologists, and craftspeople who are 

working in Euro-Western contexts to rebuild plant-human solidarity in a multitude of ways that 

resist extractive, commodification-based relationships to vegetal life. Along with a polyvocal 

chorus, phytocentric pedagogy asks, what is it now, given the state of our world and our current 

context, that we—plants and people in contemporary, colonized settings dominated by Euro-

Western dualism and extractivism—best learn from each other in the disturbed habitats in which 

we dwell together? It offers a variety of inroads, from subtle to more immersive, to explore this 

question in hands-on, embodied ways, functioning both as a training ground for me and my close 

collaborators, and for all those who happen across the projects on along a spectrum of 

engagement and commitment. 

In response to these challenges, phytocentric pedagogy supplies a variety of tools to 

repeatedly reframe and invert human dominated conversations and actions by invoking the lens 

of plant agency and plant wisdom, across spheres that impact plant-human interaction, from 

seemingly abstract policy standards to embodied, aesthetic and sensory relationships like touch 

and visual pleasure. The strategies employed may in some ways look familiar from more broadly 

recognized forms of artistic practice. Aspects of socially engaged art (public events, walks, 

workshops, conversations), eco-art (public sculpture, earth works), media art (sound walks, 

videos, zines, websites) and traditional studio-based practices (ceramic sculpture, paintings and 
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drawings) make appearances. Aspects of dominant Western ecological science are also present, 

from plant diversity and abundance surveys to soil seed bank tests. In each instance these forms 

are approached with a particular focus that seeks to use them as a means of identifying, marking, 

and unsettling normative power relationships—perceived and real—between humans and the rest 

of nature, while also taking into account how vegetal agency (or lack thereof) is interrelated with 

intersectional forms of oppression among humans across various axes of difference.  

I will explore these tactics in an integrated way by providing a narrative of the genesis 

and ongoing development of Lawn Lab and complementary examples from other projects I work 

on, including Feral and Invasive Pigments—my ongoing project making watercolor paints from 

weedy plants—and the Environmental Performance Agency, an artist collective founded in 2017 

in response to the proposed defunding of the United States Environmental Protection Agency 

under President Trump. Drawing on these projects will allow me to provide a situated, integrated 

perspective on the suite of strategies I describe as phytocentric pedagogy, strategies that almost 

always occur in dialogue with one another and are deeply entangled and co-produced. Separating 

them is practical for analysis, but creates artificial borders, so I hope that allowing them to 

emerge from in-situ descriptions of artistic practice will help soften these boundaries somewhat. 

These strategies are by no means exclusive to CEA or phytocentric pedagogy, nor are they an 

exhaustive list of the myriad possible approaches that could be applied under the umbrella of 

CEA. To demonstrate this, I will also reference selected work that precedes, influences, 

compliments, expands, or exists in related contention with my formulation of CEA and 

phytocentric pedagogy. 

I will explore five phytocentric pedagogy strategies in the upcoming pages: policy play, 

public fieldwork, pro-plant land-based interventions, repatterning exercises, and studio 



303 

disruption and détournement. While these approaches and techniques have arisen gradually and 

organically over the past ten years, facing them from the perspective of a dissertation-writing 

artist, I am compelled to organize and make sense of them. Loosely binding them together into a 

bundle of tactics for practicing phytocentric pedagogy is both clarifying and aspirational. It 

allows me to evaluate my approaches in the context of the larger goal of teaching and learning 

alongside, with, and from plants in ways that cultivate plant-human solidarity for mutual thriving 

in damaged landscapes. While the strategies outlined below may not have originally arisen with 

a complete vision of phytocentric pedagogy shaping them, I find it helpful to organize, explore, 

and evaluate them through this lens now. At the closing of this survey of strategies, I will turn to 

how they come together in Lawn Lab in a way that is resonates with scholars of 

interdisciplinarity Georgina Born and Andrew Barry’s concept of the public experiment (2010), 

and how the public experiment might be extended by considering more-than-human agency. 

 

Figure 22: Hand-trimming an urban meadow into a lawn under six inches high, South Troy, Mohican land, 
June 2019. Photo by the author. 
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3.7.1. Laying the Ground for (Re)Disturbance Through Policy Play  

While the first physical Lawn Lab (re)disturbance began when turf was ripped from 

soil—as described in the opening passage of this chapter—the ground work for that action was 

laid much earlier. The main sculptural components of Lawn Lab—the squares of un-lawned open 

earth—are not guerrilla-style landscape interventions. Rather they are brought into being through 

negotiation, compromise, conversation, and collaboration with the land owners and institutions 

that host them. This process calls for close contact with those who are informed by and engaged 

with what political science scholar Timothy Luke describes as “eco-managerialism” at both the 

individual and institutional scale (1999, 103).187 These disciplines are deeply informed by 

contemporary biopolitical assumptions about which vegetal lives should be cultivated—made to 

live or allowed to thrive—and which are expendable (Sandilands 2017, 448; Rose and van 

Dooren 2017, 124-125).  

Long before the first spade unearths the first clump of turf, a series of cold-calls, emails, 

conversations, and meetings, and sometimes even preliminary events with groundskeepers, must 

take place.188 Buy in from those behind the scenes—the humans who participate in shaping lawn 

 
187. In Luke’s definition, eco-managerialism has overlaps with neoliberal biopolitics, but is more 
narrowly focused on how “ecological training, notably in the USA and in Britain, has incorporated a 
particular set of cultural assumptions about the purpose of ecology, by which managerial concepts of 
objectivity, rationality, and utility have been skewed towards endorsement of the performative norms 
embedded deep within capitalist theory and practice” (1999, 103). While this ethos is not necessarily 
directly in play with the individual land owners I work with on a residential scale—who tend to be much 
more impacted by the naturalcultural role of lawns as symbols of prestige and neighborliness—it 
definitely pervades my interactions with larger institutions that have horticultural and landscape 
maintenance departments, and no doubt seeps outward into the larger consciousness about landscape 
maintenance.  
188. For the first season I ran this project at RPI, the wonderfully generous supervisor of landscape 
operations JoAnne Ward offered me the opportunity to do a presentation and tour for the whole landscape 
and horticulture team, a practice I have yet to replicate but would love to. In the RPI case, the introduction 
was helpful in starting conversations with the landscaping team, and led to more relationships in the 
future, including a walking tour (planned but never executed due to COVID) co-led by me and one of the 
most horticulturally-oriented gardeners, with whom I had many disagreements—from Round up to 
roses—but with whom I shared a good rapport and love for vegetal life.  
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habitats to look the way they do, and those who hold the power to decide when and how to 

manage them otherwise—is essential. This is not only a practical hurdle, administrative 

afterthought, or bureaucratic inconvenience. Rather it is an essential part of the work. Interfacing 

with those who are part of the landscape maintenance machine—from land owners to 

horticultural directors to landscaping staff to the folks who shape the legislation at the municipal 

level— fits into an aspect of phytocentric pedagogy I think of as “policy play.”  

Here policy— defined as “a course or principle of action adopted or proposed by a 

government, party, business, or individual” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015h)—can refer to 

modes of human-land interaction that are codified in formal ways, for example through 

legislation, codes, standards, or design guides at the institutional, municipal, or state level, to 

more casual, culturally derived and enforced normative tendencies. Anything from a university 

president’s preference to have a dandelion-free lawn in the central quad to a city code dictating 

so-called weeds be maintained at a height below six inches becomes a policy to be grappled 

with. Bringing the approach of “play” to these policies resonates in multiple registers. I make a 

“play” against the violent, anti-ecological policy in question, but do so with a spirit of “play,” 

seeking pleasurable, life-giving means of playing with, tweaking, or queering death dealing 

policies— revealing, subverting, manipulating, and even suspending them—if only temporarily.  

With Lawn Lab, we leverage policy plays as means carving out space for other kinds of 

vegetal expression in spaces typically maintained as monoculture lawn. In this process, we also 

try to repeatedly acknowledge and make legible the labor and care—from both plants and 

humans—that goes into building this co-created habitat, what we might frame, after Myers, as a 

Planthropos built by humans and lawn grasses working together. This monocultural lawn 

Planthropos is deeply embedded in their naturalcultural habitat, and to route them, we must 
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acknowledge their presence, bringing them from the background to the foreground. Before we 

ever get to the (re)disturbance stage, and throughout the project’s run, this means focusing our 

attention in such a way as to allow the lawn beings themselves to assert their agency, come into 

the foreground, and be perceived as active agents, as constituents, as participants, rather than as a 

passive, velvety-green carpet that is managed for perfection, and can only act out by failing to be 

as monotonously perfect.  

This orientation towards vegetal agency animates meetings with various human land 

stewards and environmental managers, where we refer to lawns as habitats, and individual grass 

plants as beings with desires and needs, attempting to loop human managers into a multispecies 

exchange they may not have pictured themselves as being involved in (Kirksey and Helmreich 

2010; Sandilands 2017; Puig de la Bellacasa 2017; Haraway 2003). As always, degrees of 

privilege and power need to be negotiated—of course between plants and humans, but also 

across forms of human difference. As a white, able-bodied, cisgender female PhD student who is 

also an artist and a mother, I have a variety of strengths and weaknesses I bring to the negotiating 

table (or turf, as it were!)—how I assert these privileges on behalf of the plants with whom I 

strive to act in solidarity is always worth examining. The gender, race, socioeconomic standing, 

community roles and job titles—director of horticulture versus landscaping staff, for instance—

of those I seek to enlist as co-conspirators for lawn (re)disturbance inflects those interactions, 

and is something I turn to critical pedagogy and theories of feminist solidarity to unpack and 

address (Liboiron 2016; Shotwell 2016; Paperson 2014; Gaztambide-Fernández 2012). 

This differential around identity and perspective is part of why we come to this work with 

a spirit play and negotiation. Rather than calling on land owners, managers, and maintenance 

teams to abandon their lawns from the get go, Lawn Lab engages in policy play, negotiating into 
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being small, sometimes fleeting, interventions as one means of loosening the normative grip of 

standard lawn maintenance. We hope these offering introduce hairline fractures into its 

monoculture logic, beginning or contributing to the ongoing process of decay towards the birth 

of something simultaneously new and old: a biodiverse urban meadow as a key, appreciated, and 

unremarkable feature of urban ecosystems, a feature that both humans and the land can be 

engaged in loving and tending, a form of Planthropos well-suited to conspiring towards 

Planthroposcenes. There is a long way to go before this kind of Planthropos urban meadow 

collaboration becomes widespread—even as we see it attempting to emerge everywhere—so it 

remains my duty, as a phytocentric pedagogist, to act as a policy advocate for the weedy, 

complex, biodiverse potential of vegetal life on urban land.189 

The process of negotiating and carrying out these “policy plays” animates the early, 

behind the scenes production of Lawn Lab, and continues to assert itself throughout the process, 

as the interventions and plays levied against various policies come to fruition and enter the realm 

of public scrutiny. Sometimes met by local stakeholders with curiosity and delight, sometimes 

perceived as an aggressive play against power and normative standards, these policy plays are 

negotiated throughout the life of each Lawn Lab installation. As we continue through the 

narrative of Lawn Lab’s evolution, I will mark other instances of policy play.  

Playing with, subverting, queering, and re-imaging policy is not a strategy that is unique 

to Lawn Lab or to phytocentric pedagogy, of course.190 In the phytocentric pedagogy vein, since 

2016 the Environmental Performance Agency has played with policy as a means of critiquing 

and shifting plant-human relationships, from a campaign to nominate mugwort to the U.S. 

 
189. Resistance to lawn maintenance regimes exists on individual, local, municipal, and federal levels, as 
explored in section 3.4. 
190. As described in section 2.5.3, Nicole Seymour (2018) draws on aspects of queer ecology to analyze 
the affordances of play and humor in environmentalism. 
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Environmental Protection Agency’s Science Advisory Board (Capps 2018), to our attempts to 

crowdsource multispecies public comments for environmental policy changes at the federal level 

through “On Behalf of Life” (Grau et al. 2017), to our ongoing Multispecies Care Survey, an 

experimental data-gathering initiative aimed at eventually drafting a “Multispecies Act” through 

re-imagining ecocidal municipal and state policies (Grau et al. 2020).  

Also related to policy play, I would include projects analyzed earlier in these pages that 

tangle with land use policy in this vein, from Alan Sonfist’s Time Landscape and Agnes Denes’ 

Wheatfield to Mel Chin’s Revival Field—each of these projects involves negotiations around 

how land should be used, but varies in the degree to which they emphasized those plays to 

reorient policy as integral to the artistic process. More contemporary work in this vein is more 

likely to emphasize the bureaucratic, legal, and processual dimensions of challenging policy. For 

examples we might turn to Mary Mattingly’s subversion of the legal gray area around foraging 

and food forestry by taking to the water in her ongoing Swale project, Natalie Jeremijenko’s 

provocation of a tree owning itself in TREExOFFICE, Aviva Rahmani’s The Blued Trees, an 

attempt to block pipeline construction by declaring painted trees works of art, or Amy Balkin’s 

winding road through the complex process of declaring a portion of the atmosphere a “clean-air 

park” for Public Smog. Each of these projects enters the fray of bureaucracy, rules, and red tape, 

variously appropriating and resisting them as a means of throwing up roadblocks in the face of 

power and normative conceptions of land use. Inspired by these approaches, I offer a version of 

policy play animated by phytocentric pedagogy, striving to reorient, reframe, and make strange 

the normal functioning of rules, regulations, codes and norms by looking at them through a 

phytocentric lens that centers the wisdom of weedy vegetal life.  
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Figure 23: Establishing a Lawn Lab plot, RPI campus, Mohican land, May 2018. Photo by Dan Phiffer. 

3.7.2. Public Fieldwork 

With some aspects of the initial negotiation of lawn stewardship established, we can turn 

to the act of physically establishing Lawn Lab plots, which will lead us to another strategy that 

plays a role in phytocentric pedagogy: the practice of public fieldwork. Laying out and 

establishing a Lawn Lab plot, once permission has been attained, remains a process of 

performative, relational navigation, another element embraced as an integral part of the art work. 

The scenarios have ranged widely over the twenty-nine one-by-one meter plots of lawn that 

Lawn Lab has (re)disturbed, sheltered from mowing, or otherwise removed from regular 

maintenance regimes over the past four seasons.191 Some of these plots have been established 

 
191. Most plots have turf removed and are left to recover from the soil seed bank and other spontaneous 
or non-orchestrated inputs, while others are simply allowed to grow without being mowed. For the 2021 
season in Troy, we experimented with adding seeds from NESL’s seed library, including our Evening 
Primrose Distribution Network collection, and mixes from other seed collecting institutions, as a means 
of experimenting with other un-lawning potentials for the future of this particular lawn once Lawn Lab’s 
tenure is complete. 
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with intergenerational groups of young children and their parents and guardians in the spirit of 

messy, earthy, exploratory exuberance, others have been carefully calibrated experiences for a 

few human collaborators, where we fall into a kind of somber, spiritual resonance, and others I 

have done alone, at least in terms of human companionship, reveling in the meditative process of 

pulling up turf while also pausing to engage any curious human onlookers.  

While it may seem simple enough to mark out a one-by-one meter square and dig up 

some turf, working from a phytocentric pedagogy orientation, this process requires a more 

diligent and intentional approach. Regardless of the number and kind of human participants 

involved, each Lawn Lab plot establishment begins with careful exploration of and attunement to 

the specific lawn habitat in question, and the Planthropos that animates it. From the perspective 

of an outside observer, these interactions range from stooping, crawling, and photographing, to 

feeling, smelling, drawing, and note-taking. Each of these activities is focused on the 

“nothingness” of a mundane lawn, a space that an average passerby might assume has no subject, 

only background. Ideally, this investment of energy and attention in attending to the plants who 

make up this “background” emphasizes their agency and importance, at least temporarily 

foregrounding them. There are formalized scores, protocols, and prompts that guide some of this 

process, which will be explored in the upcoming section on repatterning exercises (3.7.5). 

However planned or intuitive these initial interactions with a Lawn Lab site are, they all happen 

in the public eye, and thus fall under the umbrella of what I’ve come to call public fieldwork. 
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Figure 24: Video still from the author’s video The Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory: Season 1, showing 
public fieldwork at Lawn Lab on RPI's campus, Mohican land, Summer 2018. Video available at 
http://lawnlab.org. 

I never set out to do public fieldwork explicitly. Rather, it arose through practice and 

embodied experience. As plant life buoyed me along, keeping me artistically engaged and 

teaching me about the lively and uneven existence of more-than-human life in some of the most 

concrete-laden corners of Brooklyn, I came to understand that the work I did with plants outside 

the studio—initially collecting berries, leaves, blossoms and seeds for my Feral and Invasive 

Pigments project—was actually part of the work itself. The turn towards socially engaged art 

was well underway at this time, and the acceptance of walks and workshops as forms of artistic 

practice was widespread. My ability to recognize and further refine my approach to public 

fieldwork is certainly indebted to the prevalence of these forms.  

Early landmarks in my conceptualization of public fieldwork involved unanticipated, 

generative interactions with passersby when I was out collecting plant parts for Feral and 

Invasive Pigments. For instance, when I was collecting Asiatic dayflower petals at the base of a 
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honey locust street tree one morning in Ridgewood, Queens, I was approached by an older 

woman who was curious about what I was doing. She was delighted to learn that I made blue 

paint from the petals of the dayflower, and told me how she was looking around this same tree 

for a broadleaf plantain plant, because in her home country of the Dominican Republic she had 

always used their leaves to tend to mosquito bites. We spent some time together bent over the 

tree pit, marveling at the variety of plant life present there. Spontaneous interactions like these 

prompted me to consider how my presence and activities were perceived in busy urban settings, 

and to be more deliberate about them. Deciding I was practicing public fieldwork, rather than 

simply procuring materials for a practice whose real end was studio work and an exhibition, 

opened all sorts of doors both conceptually and methodologically. It meant that when I left the 

confines of the studio to collect plants, I brought cards or flyers about the artistic research I was 

engaged in, and was prepared to interact with folks who showed interest or questioned my 

activities. Being prepared for and receptive to these encounters increased the rate of their 

occurrence, and encouraged me to develop other projects that integrated public fieldwork.  

  

Figure 25: A series from the author’s ongoing Feral Landscape Typologies project, entitled Triangular Corner 
Lot (Broadway and Dekalb Avenue, 5/4/2015–5/29/2016). Photos by the author. 

As I increased my commitment to public fieldwork as a form, I spent more and more time 

out in “the field” and realized that I was gathering knowledge, becoming a sort of expert myself 

in where and how particular plants managed to grow, blossom, fruit, and go to seed in the 

particular urban settings I engaged with regularly. This led me to begin recording and responding 

to this knowledge in a range of ways, from participating in the citizen science platform 
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iNaturalist and responding to urban ecology inquiries on Twitter and Instagram, to keeping 

spreadsheets of plant population locations over time and reflecting on those lists in my paintings 

and drawings.192 Eventually these practices coalesced into my ongoing Feral Landscape 

Typologies project—an attempt to create a photographic record of the dynamic and ever-

changing landscape of Brooklyn’s so-called vacant lots. Influenced by New Topographics 

approaches and infused by a concern for vegetal agency, Feral Landscape Typologies in and of 

itself often requires public fieldwork, as navigating the process of photographing the same so-

called vacant lot repeatedly often results in one-off or repeat encounters with others invested in 

those spaces, from city maintenance workers to neighborhood kids to canners working the 

recycling circuit to street artists looking for fresh canvas. Each of these interactions provides 

opportunities: I experiment with modes for communicating the wonder, ubiquity, and untapped 

potential of deepening plant-human relationships in urban settings, and receive feedback about 

how my enthusiasm is received and processed by a wide range of folks. What happens when I 

refer to weedy plants as “our neighbors” in the context of commiserating about the abundance of 

dog shit with the lady sitting on the stoop next door to a fieldwork site? How do a couple of 

mechanics on a break respond when I ask to harvest berries from the massive white mulberry 

tree sprouting at the back of a car repair lot? These encounters and forms of engagement—aimed 

whenever possible at drawing attention the dynamic existence of weedy plant life—have allowed 

me to intertwine what was a rather isolated studio process with the world beyond the studio walls 

in generative ways.  

As I built my public fieldwork practice, I found I was drawing on my training as an 

 
192 iNaturalist is a social network and data collection tool, which, as described on their website, provides 
“a crowdsourced species identification system and an organism occurrence recording tool” that connects 
citizen scientists, casual naturalists, and academically trained scientists (iNaturalist 2021, para. 1). 
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educator while also gathering materials for creating more conventional art work. As I became 

interested the overlap between art and/as education, I picked up more resources emanating from 

strains of critical and land-based pedagogy. Gradually I found opportunities to facilitate more 

formalized kinds of public engagement typically associated with socially engaged art, like public 

events, walks, and performances supported and organized by institutions and organizations. 

Keeping public fieldwork as a cornerstone of these forms gave me a way to think carefully about 

how I framed those events, how we arrived and engaged with the land and the publics we 

encountered in these scenarios, and what means of maintaining a phytocentric orientation were 

effective. 

 

Figure 26: Environmental Performance Agency public fieldwork at the New York Hall of Science for the 
Open Engagement Conference, with agent Christopher Lee Kennedy pictured, Munsee-Lenape land, 
Flushing, Queens, June 2018. Photo by the author. 
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As with other aspects of phytocentric pedagogy, my approach to public fieldwork has 

also been deeply impacted by work with my collective the Environmental Performance Agency 

(EPA), with whom I developed an ongoing public fieldwork practice across several seasons 

when we had our headquarters at a former auto-body lot in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. In the 

context of EPA public fieldwork, we often wear work uniforms—gray jumpsuits with the letters 

“EPA” stenciled on the back—that function somewhat like costumes, setting us off from the rest 

of the urban inhabitants, while also providing some protection from the elements (from ragged 

asphalt to welt inducing Japanese hops) as we go about tasks like cleaning particulate matter off 

the leaves of plants surrounding a cement plant (Bury 2017), or burying a poisoned rat beneath a 

mugwort hedge (haenggi and Kennedy 2017). In the context of this collective work with the EPA 

I came to recognize more clearly that public fieldwork had the potential to function as a kind of 

performance. In lavishing attention and care on often overlooked and under-appreciated 

lifeforms and habitats, we performed in a way that directed attention, initially to us, our 

costumes, or tools and clipboards, but then deflected and reoriented that attention to the more-

than-human world we were engaged and “entangled” with (Barad 2011, 32). In this way I have 

come to think of public fieldwork as a tool for focusing attention—of course the attention of the 

fieldworkers themselves, but also that of the wider world, those who might be temporarily 

swayed to see, even just for an instant, a layer of the ecosocial life support system that labors all 

around us, all the time, often just beyond view. 
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Figure 27: Environmental Performance Agency public fieldwork with agent andrea haenggi pictured, for the 
symposium session Radical Care Practices at the Ruderal Ecologies Symposium, held at The Sanctuary for 
Independent Media in Troy, New York, Spring 2018. Photo by the author. 

A public fieldwork orientation is integral to the fieldwork we practice as part of Lawn 

Lab, as the lawns we work on, even when privately owned, are highly visible to the passing 

community. In addition, they are often perceived, however fuzzily, as a part of the commons: as 

places to walk a dog, cut through on the way to somewhere else, play a game of tag or chase, or 

pause for a moment away from the street or sidewalk. By performing public fieldwork in these 

spaces we seek to subtly reorient attention towards the vegetal life that undergirds, disrupts, and 

transforms them across the course of the project. For instance, in the context of North Central 

Troy, where a significant portion of my fieldwork activity has been concentrated over the period 

of the pandemic, my regular attentiveness to the land has been integrated into the ecosocial 

landscape to the point that human community members occasionally stop by with plant questions 
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and concerns, and even seek me out for issues that range further afield, like aborting a plan to 

knock down a sparrow nest built over an apartment entryway by helping the tenant construct a 

bird-poop deflecting shield beneath it. Other mundane but meaningful interactions arise 

regularly, from observing sleepy bumble bees with cautiously curious neighborhood kids, to 

impromptu tours of the Land Institute silphium sunflower patch that flanks our Lawn Lab plots, 

to helping a neighbor understand the benefits of enjoying the mushrooms blooming in their yard, 

rather than dowsing them with fungicide, to helping anxious an anxious big sister learn to tell the 

difference between poison ivy and Virginia creeper when her younger charge toddled into the 

latter. When combined with other aspects of phytocentric pedagogy, these one-off and repeat 

interactions offer increased opportunities for learning and adjusting my pursuit of plant-human 

solidarity. 
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Figure 28: Pro-plant sidewalk intervention at the Environmental Performance Agency headquarters, 
Munsee-Lenape land, Crown Heights, Brooklyn, Summer 2017. Photo by the author. 

3.7.3. Pro-Plant Land-Based Interventions 

While Lawn Lab incorporates aspects of public fieldwork at every stage—starting in 

some cases with reassuring a concerned security guard that ripping up turf is an institution-

condoned art practice they might also enjoy—these interactions take place around what becomes 

an enduring presence: a straightforward, four-sided pyramid structure built of metal pipe or 

scavenged wood. The structure measures one-by-one meter at the base, and is painted 

international safety yellow—the color often used to signify “men [sic] at work” and also used on 

flags that warn of recent herbicide application. The pyramids are installed either alone or in 

multiples, and their yellow, hard-edged boundaries become a frame for highlighting the “work” 
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occurring as the agency and shifting forms of plant life continue the sculptural process across the 

season.193  

Immediately post-disturbance, the yellow frame stands out sharply against bare, exposed 

soil and green grass. But as seeds sprout and grow, plant life interacts with and adjusts our ability 

to see the sculpture, and how we perceive it. Plants, working on plant-time, gradually take center 

stage, filling the negative space inside the pyramid with riotous growth, muting its hard edges, 

and in some cases even reaching around and above the sculptures. In each scenario, new forms 

are created that iterate on and remix the primary ingredients of human-designed sculptural form, 

soil, light, atmosphere, and rain. As these processes unfold, the sculptures are integrated, co-

creating a new habitat with the plants that emerge by offsetting and protecting them from 

mowing and other maintenance. Occasionally these boundaries are misunderstood, reinterpreted, 

or actively undermined. Tall plants have been purposefully broken and left dangling by 

disgruntled neighbors, or trimmed back by confused or over enthusiastic maintenance teams. 

One vigorous plot, with several young pokeweed bushes sprouting, showed evidence of 

mechanical cutting, most likely with a weed whacker, on the same day lawn edging was 

performed, and ailanthus seedlings have been hand pulled and discarded beside plots in other 

cases. Plots have also been munched on by deer and rabbits, and played in by young human 

children. All of these interactions are part of the work, and become part of the narrative each plot 

has to offer. 

 
193. Yes, yes. Since you asked, we are also interested in mixing the hard-edged, utilitarian nature of a 
sculpture serving as a transect boundary and physical mowing barrier with the popular knowledge of 
pyramids as powerful forms that impact how time and space meet and function within them, i.e., 
“pyramid power” (Flanagan 1975; Toth and Nielsen 1976). We find the collision of these worldviews 
generates a good kind of friction, as we encourage our viewers to think about what kinds of magic might 
take place in an un-lawned square, positing the vegetal life that emerges as miraculous in and of itself. It’s 
also worth noting both Pyramid Power books were published in the 1970s, the same decade that gave us 
The Secret Life of Plants (Tompkins and Bird, 1973). 
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In collaborating in this way with the living land, these sculptures are not initially site-

specific or site-responsive—they can exist in any lawn, in any “expanded field” (Krauss 1979, 

31)—but they are, importantly land-based in that they require a certain degree of preparation, 

time, and respect for the unfolding of non-human, plant-led processes. In dialogue with the 

precepts of land-based pedagogy (Paperson 2014; Bang 2014), to be properly installed and 

interpreted, they should be situated in the long arc of time, as one of many stages and 

relationalities this land has been through and will experience in the future—thus while any lawn 

can host these sculptures, each lawn should be understood in context, for its own layers of 

history, occlusion, and potential. The same is true of other land-based interventions described in 

this section. To engage in the kinds of dialogue and intervention phytocentric pedagogy 

encourages, questions around how this action impacts the living land, who this land has been in 

relationship with in the past, who it might be in relationship with in the future, and how this 

intervention can build much-needed plant-human solidarity in this moment, while remaining 

open to the complexities of other pasts and futures, far and near, must be made evident as often 

and as thoroughly as possible through the programming and other artifacts that complement the 

physical interventions. Examples of these materials are included in Appendix A, and range from 

audio guides to physical handbooks to the kinds of re-patterning exercises described in section 

3.7.5.  

The kind of durational, semi-permanent intervention made by Lawn Lab is only one kind 

of pro-plant intervention that fits within the purview of phytocentric pedagogy. Pro-plant land-

based interventions can range from text and image-based signs and inscriptions of all scales, 

placed on any and every surface—from sidewalk chalk to large wheat paste murals and 

banners—to spatial, sculptural interventions like the permanent plaques that mark NESL deep 
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time seed burial projects and the large-scale mural painted on the gate of the former EPA 

headquarters, which asked “In a time of extinction, how can we make space for more life?” 

Regardless, these gestures and interventions take as their baseline assumption that plants are not 

foregrounded sufficiently in day to day life, and this is both a cause of and result of exclusionary 

human supremacy.194 Bringing plants into the foreground as ubiquitous and significant members 

of our urban lives is one approach to breaking this binary in a way that functions to create brief 

blips of surprise, confusion, interest, or even frustration, that, however fleeting or even 

subconscious, might go some way towards breaking the ossified patterns that lead many 

contemporary urban humans to treat plants as objects—whether of beauty or annoyance.195 

On the ephemeral end, practices like chalking to celebrate plant labor provide subtle 

invitations to break lockstep for a moment. Responding to and extending a range of related 

approaches that have gotten media attention recently (Morss 2020), this specific iteration 

recognizes the labor of weedy plants through painting or chalking on streets and sidewalks. It 

began with an initiative by the EPA on Labor Day in 2016, and we have done it in various 

iterations since. We approach it as a public fieldwork practice— in that we perform the activity 

of being out on the streets, attending closely to weedy plant life—and we try to draw and write in 

ways that emphasize and contextualize the work and gifts of weedy plants in ways that go 

beyond their Latin or common names. In addition to our activities in the moment, which 

 
194. See section 1.5 for an explanation of exclusionary human supremacy.  
195. I am thinking through and processing the utility of these disruptions from many perspectives, but one 
that resonates currently comes from Resmaa Menakem’s methods for recognizing and dismantling white 
supremacy within your own mind-body system and that of others. In this context, even if you turn away 
from a challenging or difficult encounter towards undoing white supremacy, as he writes, “you may still 
have created a little extra room in your nervous system for flow, for resilience, for coherence, for growth, 
and above all, for possibility” (2017, 12). It is this sense of growth and possibility we hope to participate 
in building, in however small a way, as we work towards dismantling exclusionary human supremacy and 
the many ills associated with it, from white body supremacy to the nature/culture divide. 
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sometimes lead to direct interactions and conversations with passersby, the chalking leaves a 

temporary mark for others to encounter later. In this way chalking for plant labor also can 

function as one of the smaller and more subtle of the repatterning exercises we will discuss in 

section 3.7.5: imagine the same daily walk to the subway or coffee, just slightly interrupted and 

redirected one day by a pink, yellow, and white chalk burst surrounding a mat of prostrate 

knotweed you’ve walked across each day for the last month but never noticed. How does 

noticing that delicate, tough mat of greenery spreading across the sidewalk, alongside the words 

“plant labor,” “we breath together,” “I touch to the soil,” and “<3 prostrate knotweed,” inflect the 

rest of your day? How might it open you up to other registers of perceiving the presence of the 

living land beneath the concrete, of the agency of non-human life, of possibilities for recognizing 

and practicing reciprocity you might encounter in the future? Can it help you think through the 

fact that everywhere you go—sidewalk, city street, vacant lot—is living land? Through these 

interventions, can you remember yourself, for a moment, as land-based? 

The Environmental Performance Agency has worked with text and signage in related 

ways, including semi-permanent paint on sidewalks around our headquarters outlining areas 

“protected” by the EPA, campaign signs to “nominate mugwort” to the Environmental Protection 

Agency’s science advisory board inserted in tree pits around Washington DC during the 2018 

midterm elections, EPA voter guide posters wheat pasted near voting locations in the lead up to 

the 2020 presidential election—including a score to ask mugwort for voting advice—and various 

banners, flags, and signs that enliven the urban landscape encouraging plant-human solidarity 

and sensitivity.  
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Figure 29: Painting on the gate and sidewalk of the Environmental Performance Agency headquarters on 
Munsee-Lenape land in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, June 2017. Photo by the author. 

Beyond these directly related examples, there are myriad examples of critical and 

nuanced approaches to interventions in the living land that inform and resonate with the 

approaches described above. For at least two decades Cheyenne/Arapaho artist Edgar Heap of 

Birds has been experimenting with resisting hegemonic narratives settler colonialism through his 

public signage projects.  His ongoing series Native Hosts consists of signs that mimic road or 

wayfinding signs. They include an inverted settler place name—still legible but a challenge to 

read, along with the text “TODAY YOUR HOST IS___” including the name of a local tribe 

(Regan 2017). Other of Heap of Birds’ public projects occupy space typically reserved for 

advertising, like a bench seatback reading “Trees Sing and Grow” and a billboard reading 
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“Imperial Canada where is your status card” (Heap of Birds, n.d.). 

In a related vein, one aspect of artist André Feliciano’s Floraissance Vivarium includes 

signage posted on so-called vacant lots and other urban greenspace throughout New York City 

offering proclamations like “Floraissance: Art as a Long-term Project to Connect with Nature: 

Welcome to the Floraissance!! Welcome to the Floraissance!!” (Feliciano n.d.). Certainly, within 

this vein we might also note the influence of conceptual and feminist practitioners who have 

furthered the use of text as public art. Here we are all indebted to precedents like Jenny Holzer’s 

LED billboards, Barbara Kruger’s iconic posters and other text pieces, and the Guerilla Girls 

banners and protest signs, whose work we extend and build on with interventions that call for a 

critical and nuanced approach to human-land relationships. 

In more sculptural directions, work like Lois Weinberger’s Wild Cage – Ruderalgarten 

series, mentioned in section 3.5, are certainly in this vein, as are a range of site-specific 

sculptural practices meant to be grown in, on, and around by plants, as a means of solidifying 

and emphasizing their presence as co-shapers of land, from Zheng Bo’s Living Slogans series, 

where plants are shaped into and then gradually un-shape selected phrases and words, and Hans 

Haacke’s Der Bevölkerung (To the Population), described in section 2.3.8.4 
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Figure 30: One piece from the author’s digital collage series Comparative Color Palettes: Zhuwei, New Taipei 
City, Taiwan, June 2018.  

3.7.4. Studio Détournement and Disruption Through Unruly Materials  

Alongside policy play and land-based interventions, one of the germinal threads of my 

approach to phytocentric pedagogy has been my ongoing studio-based relationship with unruly 

materials. Related to the practice of collaborating with vegetal life to transform minimalist 

sculptures over time, this practice involves allowing more-than-human life to hijack or reroute 

the neat, predictable flow of studio production with unruly materials drawn from my local 

habitat.196 Many artists work in this vein—using “found” materials and “natural” materials—so 

 
196. Hijack and reroute, along with “turnaround” and “reversal” are English translations offered for the 
French term détournement, which is associated with Guy Debord and the Situationist’s practice of 
“hijacking” intended, normative processes and approaches by remixing or altering existing works of art 
(Buchanan 2010). Debord, along with Gil Wolman (1956), provide a very specific definition for 
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the way that I frame my interaction with these materials, and the process they push me to take 

on, needs to be defined. I am not primarily seeking an Arte Povera democratizing or debasing of 

the art object through “worthless” materials (Chilvers and Glaves-Smith 2009a), nor an absurdist 

or jarring material residue of the Dada remix or the Surrealist collage, although all these provide 

inspiration and influence. Nor am I primarily aligned with the “natural” material movement 

common in eco-art as a way of reducing the so-called carbon footprint of my artistic production, 

or, relatedly and more specifically, “eating the invaders” by using so-called invasive life forms in 

my artistic production.197 At the same time, the perception that I might be doing any of the above 

adds complexity and friction to the way I frame my experiments with materials. In dialogue with 

feminist new materialist explorations, I am working towards a methodology by which I engage 

with materials in a way that assumes they have agency of their own to impart (Barad 2011, 

Bennett 2010). They can be reframed as valuable, active, lively, even—especially—when they    

have already been discarded or overlooked, whether they are scrap lumber found in the gutter, 

plastic embedded in the soil of a vacant lot, or weedy plants sprouting from sidewalk cracks. 

With these lively contributors as interlocutors, I remind myself we are co-creating, and I do my 

best to put systems in place that allow for the influence of my materials and collaborators to 

shape the work in some key ways. In this structured approach I feel influences from Process art 

and conceptual art, in a way that is similar to the relationship between Lawn Lab sculptures and 

 
détournement that my practice does not adhere to, but given the multispecies and more-than-human 
agency approach I am working with, I like the valence brought by this appropriation of their term.  
197. Examples of “controlling” so-called invasive species by eating them or using them as artistic 
materials are too numerous to reflect adequately, but articles like these abound: “Artist prints native plants 
on invasive species” (Smith 2015) and “The Art of War on Invasive Species” (Weeks, 2011). There are of 
course nuances within this approach, and I resonate with the work of practitioners who complicate the 
narrative and rhetoric around using so-called “invaders” as art materials. In the article authored by Weeks, 
the artist in question, Patt Clark, actually takes a complex stance on his use of unwanted plant life, asking 
how he might “honor the weeds” (Weeks, 2011) by transforming them, although the headline portrays a 
simplified narrative.  
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Minimalism and Earth art. I use some of the same ingredients and visual strategies, but 

nonhuman agency plays a role somewhere along the way, whether it is the choice (or not) of 

seeds to sprout after years interred underground, or in the location and phenological timing of 

particular blossoms I use for painting, or in the waste and trash disposal habits of local humans 

(in the case of my Comparative Color Palettes and lawn lab sampling). These experiments are 

not unconnected to Earth artist Walter de Maria’s interest in having Lightning Field activated by 

the whims of atmospheric events, or process artist Eva Hesse’s commitment to exploring 

material decomposition in works like Expanded Expansion (1969), but I attempt to extend these 

approaches into the realm of affective encounters with more-than-human materiality.  

 

Figure 31: Pigment sampler and process photographs from the author’s Feral and Invasive Pigments project, 
2018. Photos by the author. 

My approach to materials in studio production influences not only the process of creating 

the work, but also the end result, often referred to in artistic discourse as “the art object”—that 
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phenomenon that has been so thoroughly “dematerialized” over the last seventy years (Lippard 

1973). Creating with unruly materials in the passenger seat—I have to admit I am still driving 

this co-creation—means submitting to the limitations and accepting the gifts of the materials I 

choose to work with. In the case of my Feral and Invasive Pigments drawings and paintings, the 

“art object” is a living document, in that the pigments are “unstable” or “fugitive” and change 

over time, sometimes in the course a few months, sometimes over years or even decades, 

depending on the particulars of the pigment and exposure to light.198 In materials conservation, 

and in gallery and sales discourse, this status is framed as a lack or something to be mitigated or 

solved. In the case of my pigment paintings, I have worked to reframe them—both for myself 

and my audience—as “protean” and “evolving.” This framing invites me to let go of assuming 

the permanence of the “objects” I create, even those made in the studio that look like traditional 

paintings or drawings—and even invites me into a different relationship in terms of “finishing” 

an artwork. While some of these paintings are allowed to gradually shift over time of their own 

accord, I stay in periodic engagement with others, updating and re-painting them and noting 

 
198. I started my initial experiments for Feral and Invasive Pigments in 2012. As described on my 
website, the project remains focused on “the migration and proliferation of certain plants in tandem with 
dense human populations. I gather plant parts—berries, leaves, blossoms, pollen, roots—from my 
spontaneous urban plant neighbors and process them in small quantities to create plant-based watercolor 
paints. I teach others how to do the same through walks, demonstrations, and public events. I use the 
paints I make to construct map-like portraits, diagrams and field guides that explore the plants I work 
with, from their local presence, to their lifeways and grow habits, to their migration around the globe. 
Beyond paintings and drawings, walks and workshops, the project takes a range of forms, from videos 
and gardening experiments to handbooks and xerox handouts for walking tours. The drawings and maps 
detail species’ points of origin and spread through contact with humans, while the pigment diagrams 
demonstrate connections, both metaphoric and physical, between plants, pigments and urban habitats. The 
workshops and walks focus on plant identification and reciprocity, human and plant adaptation to life in 
cities, and of course making and using paint. Through the gathering, cultivating, and processing weedy 
and feral species on an intimate scale, the project encourages dialogue around the wider implications of 
labeling certain life forms as ‘alien’, ‘exotic’ or ‘invasive’ (and thus dispensable/disposable) and develops 
plant-human connections in habitats where people are often alienated from the vibrancy and central 
importance of plant life, from sidewalk cracks and strip malls to so-called ‘vacant’ lots and superfund 
sites.” 
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when and why new pigments were added. This has even extended into shifting relationships with 

collectors of this work, where I’ve done house visits, bringing my studio into a collector’s 

domestic space to augment or update a work with fresh pigments. This activity is only practical 

on a limited scale, but as collector-driven sales are only a small portion of my production, it is 

tenable, and even preferable, for me.  

 

Figure 32: Invasive and Feral Pigments series: The New Pangea 2 (Asiatic Dayflower and Pokeweed), 2018, 
featuring urban plant pigments from Brooklyn, New York; Taipei, Taiwan; and Kyoto, Japan. Photo by the 
author. 

When I started this work with plant-based pigments I was relatively unaware of a large 

and growing community of earth and plant pigment enthusiasts and professionals. I have since 

learned that the field of folks doing this kind of work is hugely varied. Questions around these 

practices, and their righteousness and “naturalness” are rightly asked of and by influential 
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practitioners like the Wild Pigment Project and Kauae Raro.199 These concerns, which revolve 

around the rights to land, commodification of the gifts of the Earth, the romance of sustainability 

and purity versus appropriation and theft, matter deeply. For me and those I work with, they exist 

in a slightly different register, as my practice focuses exclusively on working with so-called 

invasive, ruderal, and weedy plants in urban and disturbed contexts. This context does not 

release me from considering such issues, but does ask that I consider them within the context of 

the kind of terra sacer narrative Paperson offers for those working with environmental themes 

and issues in the so-called inner city (Paperson 2014, 116-117).200 Carefully framing my process 

and materials not as “natural” or “pure” but rather as deeply contaminated and complicit with the 

ecocidal logics of extractive capitalism is part of creating and sharing the “objects” that leave my 

studio.  

 
199. As Kauae Raro collective members note, they draw on their Māori identity and heritage to “relearn 
and recreate the traditional art materials and techniques” and in the process, employ “strict reciprocal 
foraging guidelines. These include honoring the taiao (Earth world) through respect; understanding the 
history and traditional cultural practices of the whenua the collective engages with; prioritising the needs 
of Papatūānuku over the needs of the forager; giving thanks to the whenua; spending non-foraging, 
intimate time with the whenua; giving money, when the collective can, to land and cultural organisations, 
and the community; and freely sharing knowledge and experience with others. After foraging, paints are 
made by combining coloured earth with animal oils, with each combination resulting in paints with 
different properties” (Basset 2021, para. 8). Artist Tilke Elkins, founder of Wild Pigment Project, offers 
similar reciprocal foraging guidelines that are aimed more broadly at a settler audience, and has offered 
interviews and articles about extraction, appropriation, and pigment-making in her newsletter, including 
one with Kauae Raro (Hudson and Elkins 2021). 
200. See section 2.8 for more details on Paperson’s framing. 
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Figure 33: Watercolor-making process including pokeweed berries and gum Arabic, September 2014. Photo 
by the author. 

For example I find it important to note—both in during public events and in contextual 

materials for my paintings and drawings—that the gum Arabic that makes up the binder I use in 

my weedy watercolor paints, while a “plant product” itself (the sap of the Acacia senegal and 

Acacia seyal trees) is part of an exploitative global supply chain that starts with nomadic 

harvesters in Northern Africa and transfers, middle person to middle person, up the supply chain 

to eventually land in the paint aisle of my local art supply store. Contextualizing the “products” 

of plants and tracing how they came to be in our lives is part of the way phytocentric pedagogy 

enters my studio practice. Additionally, it is important to me to always frame the plants who 

provide the pigments that I mix with gum Arabic as agential living beings, not resources. Their 

refusal to align themselves exactly with my pigment production schedule or process is 
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significant, part of the ongoing give and take through which I learn with and from the plants who 

share and shape my habitat. 

Plant-based pigments are not the only unruly interlocutors that I invite into the studio, 

although they are the longest-running and most consistent. I have experimented with growing 

plants in gallery settings and incorporated plant life into open studio settings through soil seed 

bank tests and seed viability tests, where seeds are given space, time, and support to sprout in a 

hybrid lab-studio setting that is open to the art-viewing public. Growing plants in gallery settings 

requires a carefully negotiated and nuanced relationship with gallery staff and administrators that 

I will most likely continue to explore throughout my career. I find open studio and residency 

settings, where I am also regularly available and engaged with the plants, to be the most effective 

and satisfying, although situations where dedicated participants, volunteers, or staff have become 

collaborators, caring for plants on a daily basis, have been satisfying as well. Failures—learning 

experiences—have come about when gallery staff and curators are unable to make the transition 

from “art object” and/or “disposable trash plant” to living being with daily, ever-evolving needs. 

Part of the work—another flavor of policy play—is communication and consensus building with 

everyone involved in gallery exhibitions that involve living plants.201 This too is part of the 

artistic process when viewed through the lens of phytocentric pedagogy. 

 
201. This is a subject for another time, but I want to mark that many gallery and museum lending 
contracts are woefully inadequate when it comes to the “loan” of living artworks. Rewriting loan 
paperwork to function more like a shared stewardship agreement is a task that fits well within the flow of 
policy play as I outlined it earlier, and is something I’ve discussed with other artists who work living 
systems, a topic that also comes up in bio-art contexts, as in Symbiotica’s well-publicized Victimless 
Leather piece at the Museum of Modern Art (Schwartz 2008). 
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Figure 34: The author’s installation Sanctuary for Weedy Species, for the exhibition Social Ecologies, 
Brooklyn Rail Curatorial, 2015. Photo by the author. 

As with the other strategies explored thus far, I am far from alone in exploring studio 

détournement and disruption through my engagement with vibrant matter and living beings. 

Practitioners we have already mentioned, from Ana Mendieta to Eva Hesse, explored media and 

methods that veered away from those traditionally associated with artistic practice in ways that 

lent gravity and meaning to their work. Those who practice this approach in a phytocentrically 

attuned vein today range from New Orleans-based artist and activist Hannah Chalew—whose 

paper made from the leftovers of sugarcane production carries the residue of that extractive 

process, and whose sculptures host plants who transform them over time—to Argentinian 

sculptor Adrián Villar Rojas’ large minimalist cubes of compost and refuse that sprout various 

forms of growth—vegetal, fungal, and bacterial—as they decay across the arc of their existence. 

In each of these examples we see artists making space for the disruptive agency of materials as a 

means of contending with friction and embracing other-than-human agency.  
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Figure 35: Attuning to stripped turf at The Radix Ecological Sustainability Center, Mohican Land, Albany, 
New York. Photo by the author. 

3.7.5. Deepening Solidarity with Repatterning Exercises 

As I have noted again and again throughout this dissertation, the ideas and approaches 

related here—while supported and enhanced by myriad outside influences—arise through direct 

interaction with vegetal beings. For me, this is a practice of tuning into entanglement—in the 

sense suggested by Barad (2011)—requires repeated and structured commitment to cultivating 

embodied connections with vegetal beings.202 Working in so-called novel, damaged, degraded 

ecosystems in the context of a dominant culture that treats plants as objects means searching for 

and helping reconstruct a naturalcultural framework for engaging reciprocally with these 

lifeforms. Western, settler-colonial culture enmeshed with heteropatriarchal capitalism tells me 

that “nature” is “over there” in places that are “protected,” where the lucky among us—

Anthropos and his familiars—go to consume it, to forest bathe, to be bowled over by a vista, to 

 
202. Barad’s approach to entanglement is addressed briefly in section 1.4, note 9. 
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photograph an endangered tree or ecosystem.203 For me, getting over this assumption requires 

mind-body repatterning.204  Shortcuts and triggers to knowing what is worth exalting, loving, and 

protecting and what should be ignored, abandoned, or avoided result from years, decades, and 

generations of naturalcultural patterns built into my body and flesh, intermeshed with my brain. 

Like the white-body supremacy identified by somatic abolitionist and trauma therapist Resmaa 

Menakem, this pattern “doesn’t’t live in our thinking brains. It lives and breathes in our bodies” 

(2017, 5). I’m searching for methods to work across the body-mind system to meet, 

acknowledge, and embrace the latent Planthropos in myself, and means to offer those methods to 

others. As Natasha Myers puts it, in her 2014 piece Sensing Botanical Sensoria, which includes a 

series of prompts for cultivating your inner plant: “In order to awaken the latent plant in you, you 

will need to get interested and involved in the things that plants care about. Follow the plants. 

Let yourself be lured by their tropic turns and you will acquire freshly vegetalized sensory 

dexterities.” (para. 12) This is the topic we turn to in this section. 

The repatterning exercises we discuss here call for breaking daily patterns to convene 

with vegetal life—both within and outside of the typical productivity of the garden, kitchen, lab, 

or study site—in spontaneous, erratic ways, and in structured, repeated ways, right where we 

dwell. Along with many others, I believe we can't reach a more liberated, reciprocal relationship 

with our plant neighbors and relatives without working through our psychophysical limitations of 

sensing and knowing, which points to the need to repattern the brain-body system. It’s not 

enough just to write/read these pages. I (You! We!) need to physically engage with vegetal life, 

 
203. In making this observation I don’t exempt myself from among those who seek such experiences, 
however conflicted I feel about them, at times. 
204. As noted in section 2.9, some somatic practitioners, including andrea haenggi, who I work with 
frequently, use the term “repattern” to refer to shifting or re-routing problematic, damaging, normative, 
and routine psychosocial patterns through a range of intervention strategies.  



336 

again and again, to integrate these ways of being in the world. Right now, it’s time for me to 

heed that call. I will get up from my computer, put on my rain boots and jacket, and walk out to 

the sidewalk to stand with the budding ginkgo who lives outside my door and watch rain drops 

course down their trunk and branches. I will do this for five minutes. I have done these plant 

pauses—and will continue to do them—regularly. Each day I write for more than an hour at a 

time, I pause for a different kind of labor. That of vegetal attention and attunement. This is an 

integral part of writing this dissertation. Really. I’ll be back. Maybe you also want to take a plant 

pause? Take five minutes to engage however you like, with whomever you like? Maybe set a 

timer and let the time elapse without looking at the clock. What can happen in five minutes when 

you take time to pause together?  
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Figure 36: Ginkgo buds in the rain during a vegetal attunement pause, Mohican land, Hillside neighborhood, 
Troy, New York, Spring 2021. Photo by the author. 

This regularly scheduled but openly structured kind of plant pause is one form of 

repatterning. It leaves open the content and process of engaging, just offering a mandated time 

and space for the unexpected (or expected) to arise. Many of the repatterning exercises I work 

with offer more structure and content, with the understanding that the process of communing 

with plant life may seem opaque and unattainable without closer guidance. I will offer two 

examples from Lawn Lab, with the acknowledgement that my approach to repatterning exercises 

has been deeply influenced by work with the Environmental Performance Agency—EPA agent 

andrea haenggi’s approach to somatics and movement work, Catherine Grau’s approach to un-
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learning, and Christopher Kennedy’s sensitivity to embodied fieldwork—as well as other 

collaborators and practitioners mentioned throughout these pages.205 

 

Figure 37: Redirecting weedy energy during an Environmental Performance Agency Weedy Resistance Walk 
on the National Mall, Nacotchtank land, Washington D.C., Summer 2018. Photo by Dan Phiffer. 

 
205. As I described in note 155, 156, and 158, I am indebted to a range of movement, dance, and body-
based practitioners, who have shaped and guided my approach to phytocentric pedagogy. The 
repatterning exercises I have developed for Lawn Lab are full of the residue and spirit and psychophysical 
memory of prior experiences: joining andrea haenggi and Catherine Grau, throughout 2017, for monthly 
“weed improvisation jams” with various movement practitioners at the auto body garage turned 
movement space turned EPA Headquarters at 1067 Pacific Street in Crown Heights; listening to Lucia 
Monge offer Steve Paxton’s Small Dance to a group of us gathered in the waning sunlight of a Brooklyn 
afternoon on a sidewalk outside the cavernous former factory that temporarily held the convening of 
creative expressions brought together by anthropologist and multispecies ethnographer Eben Kirksey and 
artist-theorist Ciclón/Lissette Olivares under the moniker of Emergent Ecologies in 2016; embodied 
grounding exercises offered by Emily Johnson—an artist, choreographer and writer of Yup'ik descent—to 
integrate and intertwine the disparate members of a “climate change theme residency” at the Headlands 
Center for the Arts in 2014; Chiara Bernasconi’s invitation, in 2012, under the auspices of Elastic City, to 
spend the two early evening hours moving and walking with our shadows in and around the Coney Island 
boardwalk. Each of these experiences, and many more, accumulate in and inform the way I conceive of 
and implement repatterning exercises as part of phytocentric pedagogy. 
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Exercises like the ones I describe here get named in many ways. In the context of dance 

and somatics they are commonly called scores, but also might be framed as protocols, prompts, 

or even recipes. I choose to use the term “exercise” here because to me it suggests an open and 

inclusive approach that implies some degree of rigor—i.e. this will not necessarily be easy, and 

will even require some hard work and focus—without mandating a particular medium, format, or 

set of physical abilities.206 Like most forms of exercise, I hope that if the exercise is well-

scaffolded, offered with adaptations, and approached with a healthy degree of openness and self-

awareness, it will offer the kind of “high” that safe, properly adapted physical exercise, like 

walking, running, stretching, dancing, or meditating provides. As a former competitive distance 

runner, I’ve long valued these effects, and find that experiences, imagery, words, moments, get 

etched into my mind-body system in an enduring way when they are intertwined with a 

remarkable embodied experience. Some of the more rigorous repatterning exercises I have 

created for Lawn Lab take the form of a workout, with a warm up, intense core, and cool down 

or conclusion.  

The first Lawn Lab repatterning exercise I will discuss is a simple one we use at the 

beginning of each lawn (re)disturbance. I use it whether I am working alone, or in a large group. 

It asks the participant to invert the usual relationship we have to lawns—instead of a surface to 

lounge on while reading or run across to chase a frisbee, the lawn becomes a site of reverence 

and reluctance, as we acknowledge the life that is present, then, using small hand tools, disturb 

and permanently remove a portion of it, sending it on a journey of decomposition in a compost 

heap.  

In each case, we remove our shoes and stomp on the lawn for several minutes in varying 

 
206. Accessibility in the space of somatics and ecosocial art is a topic that interests me, and that I 
understand to be of great importance, but that I have not research deeply, yet.  
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intensities and rhythms, improvising together, then inspect the results of our activity with various 

senses, appreciating the fragrant aura of cut grass while asking questions like “Why is this lawn 

here? Who uses it? Who might miss it if it was gone? What used to be here? What might be here 

in the future? Whose land is this?” with an eye towards acknowledging the global migrations of 

plants and humans, the reality changing climates and deep time, the rights of Indigenous peoples 

to self-determination and on-going land-based stewardship.207 When this activity is complete, we 

read a prompt together, which I call our “lawn (re)disturbance acknowledgment.”  The text 

varies based on the context, the community present, and age of the participants. Even if I’m 

alone, I read the words aloud. If I’m in a group of two or more, we rotate, each reading a word or 

a sentence to each other and the lawn. Here is an example used at a recent public event for 

families: 

This lawn, like all lawns, is made by grass and people working together. Some grasses 

have learned to live well with some groups of people. Grasses that can stay alive and 

green even when they are stepped on, bunched together, and mowed with a lawn mower 

are cared for by humans all around the world. These grasses form a simple ecosystem that 

serves some humans and some grasses more than other organisms and ways of life. 

Today we will disturb this simplified living system. We acknowledge your life, grass, and 

the labor of the plants and people who made you! Now we will dig you up!  

These exercises prepare us to be attuned to and impacted by the process of digging hand 

rakes into the lawn and pitting our bodies against the strong desire of the lawn plants to stay put. 

 
207. I try to facilitate these activities in ways that resonate with what I have learned from researchers and 
practitioners of land-based pedagogy and critical pedagogy, as explored section 2.3.6 and 2.8. I also 
appreciate the resonance of this activity with the walking-based practice of Richard Long, particularly his 
Line Made by Walking mentioned in section 2.3.8.3 
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The creaking, stretching, tearing, flying of soil and debris is contextualized by conversations and 

physical interactions that locate our actions in the flow of history, layers of injustice, oppression, 

liberation, and hope. 

 

Figure 38: Announcement image for Lawn Lab Fall Audio Tour: Breaking the (Phyto)Social Distance, 2020. 
Photo by the author. 

The second re-patterning exercise we will examine goes deeper and requires more 

commitment. It takes the form of a site-specific, land-responsive audio tour that unfolds across a 

period of thirty minutes. Offered in autumn 2020, when the pandemic prevented group 

gatherings for fieldwork, I designed it to facilitate human engagement with the Lawn Lab habitat 

as the land and plants were heading towards dormancy, offering an invitation to root into and 

embrace decay. Drawing on precedents from sound art—like the audio tours of Janet Cardiff —

and in conversation with aspects of land-based pedagogy (Bang 2014) and somatics (Eddy 

2009), the tour takes the mundane activities like walking across a lawn, or settling down to sit on 

the grass, and attempts to imbue them with heightened significance, layering together questions 
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around land use, private property, environmental justice and Indigenous resurgence with vegetal 

thriving and the imprints and impacts of impervious surfaces on human skin and on urban 

ecosystems. The experience finishes with five minutes of silent, relatively still vegetal 

attunement, during which the participant is encouraged to sit as close as possible to a Lawn Lab 

plot of their choosing. This allows the senescent plants—some of whom are still flowering, 

others who are going to seed, and still others who have begun to deteriorate back into the soil—

to fill the majority of the participant’s sensorial field, foregrounding themselves. After this 

period of attunement, I ask them to allow their senses to sink into a particular vegetal being, 

guided by the following words: 

You’ve been engaged here for five minutes now.  

 

Over the next few minutes, I want to ask you to narrow your focus further, allowing a 

single plant to gather all your attention. Take a moment to find that plant—allow your 

gaze to settle on them.  

 

The light that feeds them, as they photosynthesize, also bounces off their plant body and 

reflects into your retina, allowing you to see them. Trace their body with your eyes, 

registering the way sunlight connects the two of you.  

 

As you look, notice where they touch other plants, and where they enter the soil. If you 

need too, lean forward or move around as you investigate.  
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If you haven’t yet, reach out to the plant and make contact with them. What does it feel 

like to touch one and other? Go ahead! Allow their leaves to brush your fingers or your 

cheek. How do you effect each other’s movement and posture?  

 

If you can, take a finger, thumb, or other body part, and make contact the ground near the 

spot where the plant disappears into the soil—yes, touch the soil! And hold here for a 

moment. Consider that the plant you’ve engaged with is only partially visible to you. 

Much of their life takes place underground. Both above and below ground, their body is 

segmented into repeating structures—nodes, branches, nodes—echoing each other—with 

intelligence, agency, sensorial capacity, the ability to breath and make food, spread 

throughout their tissues.  

 

Acknowledge and appreciate the radical difference between your human body and their 

plant body. If you’re comfortable doing so, gradually close your eyes, and spend the next 

thirty seconds breathing together and sensing the light of the sun.208 

After this final segment of the tour, I encourage participants to gently pull away from the 

soil, then complete the tour by photographing some part of their body in relationship with the 

plant their senses brought them to. I request they send the photograph to me, then in response I 

create a series of prints and return them through the mail, marking and memorializing their 

engagement. I hope that the return of the images, months later, marks a moment of disjunction 

followed by reverie—an opportunity to recall and reengage that time of repatterning and 

 
208. The complete transcript for the tour is included in Appendix A.2. 
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consider its ongoing impacts. 

3.7.6. Phytocentric Pedagogy and the Public Experiment 

While I have used many of these phytocentric pedagogy strategies alone and in 

combination, Lawn Lab brings them all together in the arc of a single project. This multi-faceted 

approach—involving everything ranging from discrete sculptural interventions to experimental 

data collection—was slowly developing in my practice when I came across a framework that 

seemed to fit it well and lend some clarity to my nascent endeavors: Georgina Born and Andrew 

Barry’s concept of the “public experiment” (2010). In their article “Art-science: From Public 

Understanding to Public Experiment” the scholars of interdisciplinarity describe a form of art-

science practice in which disciplines come together in a way that generates new knowledge and 

new publics simultaneously, changing both art and science in the process.209 Considering Lawn 

Lab in the light of the public experiment encourages me to consider what kind of “public” has 

coalesced around the project, what kinds of knowledge have been created or made visible and 

legible, and how both art and science may be impacted in the process.210 These generative 

 
209. As noted in chapter 2, the term “art-science” is a broad category that spans many overlapping forms 
and ways of practicing, bleeding into ecological art, bio-art and tech art. It might also be described as 
interdisciplinary art that is significantly engaged with the concepts and methods of dominant Western 
technoscience. Born and Barry note that the field is difficult to define concretely, writing “while it exists 
as a practical, intentional category for artists and scientists, cultural institutions and funding bodies, it 
forms part of a larger heterogeneous space of overlapping interdisciplinary practices at the intersection of 
the arts, sciences and technologies—including new media and digital art, interactive art and bio art” 
amounting to “a pool of shifting practices and categories that are themselves relational and in formation” 
(2010, 104). 
210. Born and Barry take a fairly theoretical stance, derived from Western philosophy, particularly 
Hannah Arendt, on what constitutes a “public.” Following Arendt, they suggest the “public” for the public 
experiment is not some pre-determined audience, but rather arises out of and across the arc of the project, 
which I appreciate (2010, 115-116). Their theoretical exploration goes beyond what I am able to address 
here, but extends the way I initially conceived of “public” in terms of my approach to public fieldwork. 
For public fieldwork, I intended my use to both resonate with and trouble the associations of typical 
definitions like “1. open to or shared by all the people of an area or country” and “2. of or involved in the 
affairs of the community, especially in government or entertainment” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015i). 
In the context of the lands currently known as the United States, “public land” is also generally stolen 
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questions also lead me to ruminate on how the framework of the public experiment is extended 

or reconfigured when implemented in a phytocentric pedagogy context.  

Born and Barry use Beatriz da Costa’s PigeonBlog (2007)—in which the artist brought 

together technologists, pigeon fanciers, and environmental justice advocates through a novel air 

pollution sensing scheme—as a case study. They describe how Da Costa’s project convened a 

“constellation of elements” as art, transforming and multiplying the discipline in the process 

(2010, 115). They identify a collision of intermingling enduring processes of scientific and social 

research, public performance event, website and scientific papers, and social relationships 

between artist-scientists and the affected local population, who become participants. It is both 

Dada-esque and deadly serious” (115). Similar ingredients come together in Lawn Lab, and the 

collision Born and Barry identify between play (“the Dada-esque”) and earnest concern (the 

“deadly serious”) in Da Costa’s work also resonates deeply. Whether it is pigeons wearing air-

pollution-sensing backpacks, in Da Costa’s case, or with Lawn Lab, weedy plants taking up the 

role of sculptor and landscape restorer, the seemingly absurd and the effective can sometimes be 

one in the same. 

Born and Barry also describe how some forms of art-science apply what they describe as 

a “logic of ontology” that actually changes the meaning of the subject at hand, thus offering up 

new ways of perceiving and engaging with it, rather than translating already finished ideas 

(2010, 114). In the case of PigeonBlog, the ontological position of air pollution is at play, 

shifting from a property of the air—which can be “clean” or “dirty”—to that of relationality, 

where “air pollution should be considered not as a property of the air, but as a relation between 

 
Indigenous land, and inequitable access to “public goods” is well established, be those goods National 
Parks, city playgrounds, street trees, or public education. In addition, much public fieldwork occurs on 
land that is privately owned, and very act of performing a public-facing artistic practice on it rubs up 
against regimes of private property and capitalist enclosure of the land. 
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pollution and those who are affected by it” (114). It matters not if the air is “dirty” or “clean” but 

how that quality of cleanliness or dirtiness interacts with other lifeways and the living land. This 

ontological reframing allows for different questions to be asked, and the answers to those 

questions sought out in different ways, resulting in materially different data gathering practices 

that generate fresh perspectives on the reality and harms of air borne pollution. Specifically, the 

way that pigeons move through urban air space allows for more fluid, more granular readings of 

where pollution meets living, breathing bodies, as opposed to the more traditional static, sparsely 

dispersed municipal air pollution sensors deployed in the area at the time Da Costa’s project took 

place.  

In a somewhat related way, I hope that Lawn Lab activates multifaceted re-evaluation of 

lawns and the living land they inhabit, by framing them not as discrete “objects” but as living 

sites of co-produced human-plant relationality that have varied roles to play in complex urban 

landscapes. This understanding of lawns as living—and thus mutable, laboring organisms, 

Planthropos holobionts of sorts—offers the possibility that lawns are not an enduring and 

inescapable default, nor an object or backdrop upon which actions and activities take place.211 

The lawn is an ecosocial construction that can be deconstructed, shifted, and remade in response 

to combined human and more-than-human needs. In the case of both projects, this means using a 

constellation of strategies to develop art-science projects that are concerned with “altering 

existing ways of thinking about the nature of art and science, as well as with transforming the 

relations between artists and scientists and their objects and publics” (105). These kinds of 

 
211. Coined by biologist Lynn Margulis, the dominant Western biological sciences, a “holobiont is 
defined as the host and all of its microbial symbionts, including transient and stable members” (Wilkins 
2019, para. 9), and has been extended by STS and multispecies studies scholars to describe 
interdependence between organisms that extends beyond the immediate flesh or body as conventionally 
understood (Gilbert and Tauber 2016; Haraway 2016, 62).  
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alterations and transformations have taken place in concrete ways, big and small, throughout the 

run of each Lawn Lab season. 

One concrete example of such an alteration is in how the technical “tools” of science are 

employed in an artistic context. Like PigeonBlog adapted a tool of public health—air pollution-

sensing technology—by reworking it to ride on the back of a pigeon, Lawn Lab takes the soil 

seed bank test, a conventional tool of ecological science, and moves it out of the lab and places it 

in-situ in the quotidian space of a publicly accessible lawn. While this application is in some 

ways “wrong”—the plot can be “contaminated” by seeds brought by other lifeforms or the 

wind—the results of this in-situ soil seed bank test are available for local inhabitants, human and 

nonhuman, to discover. The test itself enacts a different kind of habitat in a one-by-one meter 

square, so that the experiment becomes an entangled ecosystem. Human Lawn Lab participants 

become part of this habitat as we arrive to collect a range of data, from more conventional 

species counts to sensorial and experimental data gathered through vegetal attunement exercises. 

As a counterpoint to the in-situ seed bank test, which is simultaneously a sculpture and an 

emergent recovering habitat, each Lawn Lab plot ideally includes a corollary indoor soil seed 

bank test, modeled after more conventional soil seed bank tests described in ecological literature. 

When possible, these are carried out in publicly accessible locations close to the outdoor lawn 

(re)disturbance. In addition to allowing us to compare the results of the two processes, this also 

allows participants and passersby to observe the differences and ask questions about each 

methodology, and to meet the plants involved in two very different scenarios. We have observed 

that folks often react differently to so-called weedy plants when they encounter them indoors 

under artificial lights or in a sunny windowsill, admiring their textures and intricacies in ways 

that would require much more scaffolding outside. We hope that these interactions can lead to re-
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consideration and a different kind of familiarity when they encounter related plants out in the 

landscape, whether in our Lawn Lab plots or in a sidewalk crack. In the case of the first season of 

Lawn Lab, indoor soil seed bank tests were housed at the nascent NATURE Lab in North Central 

Troy, where we witnessed and were involved in a range of fruitful interactions.212  

Another example of the way that Lawn Lab functions as a public experiment comes in the 

way it makes connections across heterogeneous vegetal, socioeconomic, racial, environmental, 

and geographic terrain, meeting Born and Barry’s formulation of the public experiment as a form 

that “forge[s] new relations between knowledge, things, locations, and persons that did not exist 

before” in response to specific, situated encounters and habitats (2010, 116). When filtered 

through the lens of divergent lawn-scapes, insights that might otherwise have remained 

embedded float to the surface. For example, because code enforcement requires grass to be kept 

under six inches on so-called vacant lots in Troy, property owners are motivated to mow it as 

close to the ground as possible so the cut lasts as long as possible. As covered in section 3.4, in 

addition to compacting the soil, reducing its ability to capture and absorb rainwater, closely 

shorn vegetation can also lead to the exposure of bare soil, and thus the higher likelihood of dust 

circulating in the air. In Troy, as in many American cities, these issues are not just general public 

health threats, but are inequitably distributed examples of environmental injustice. Additionally, 

in Troy, lawns that fail to absorb stormwater can contribute additional run off to a combined 

sewer system that funnels rainwater and sewage together, and overflows and pollutes local 

waterways during heavy rain events. Inequitable exposure to polluted surface water is an 

 
212. For instance, one visitor wondered how much the sterile potting soil and municipal water supply 
supporting the indoor tests influenced seed sprouting and viability, versus the rhythms of weather, 
rainfall, and local flora and fauna in the soil. Essentially, they were asking a question about lab protocols 
and the multiple possibilities for arriving at data, a question that is relevant to concerns of any scientist or 
STS scholar, but arose not from a theoretical conversation or article, but from observing the differing 
plant populations between the indoor and outdoor tests, as the differences were substantial in some cases.  
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environmental justice issue for human and more-than-human life, one that is only likely to 

increase without concerted and incisive work on city infrastructure to reverse decades of neglect 

and disinvestment. The circulation of dust when exposed soil dries out is especially problematic 

when that soil holds heavy metals and other contaminates, a phenomenon that is correlated with 

disinvestment in ways that parallel other forms of systemic and institutional oppression.  

We have observed these potentially negative environmental justice ramifications in the 

lawn we work with regularly in North Central Troy, which is embedded in The Sanctuary for 

Independent Media’s environmental education campus. As described in the documentary Echoes 

from Lock One, a collaboration between the Sanctuary and local residents, North Central Troy 

makes up one of the most environmentally and economically devastated census tracts in New 

York State (Miller 2021).213 Cited right at the base of the Erie Canal, this majority Black, brown 

and immigrant neighborhood suffers from the legacy of industrial pollution, redlining, and 

historical and ongoing disinvestment, which has led to deteriorating housing stock, much of it 

owned by absentee landlords (Cavicchi, Anderson, and The Sanctuary for Independent Media, 

2018).214 There are many “gap-filling” lawns in this neighborhood, in the sense described by 

Ignatieva 2017 (addressed in section 3.3 and 3.4). Decades of mowing the vegetation that 

survives on land formerly covered by asphalt and embedded with foundation rubble from 

demolished structures has resulted in what one knowledgeable Lawn Lab participant described to 

me as “hardpan”— the kind of soil that has a structure that impedes root penetration and restricts 

water movement (Busscher 2011). Soil testing carried out by the Urban Soils Institute at 

Brooklyn College has also revealed the soil has slightly elevated lead levels in some areas—

 
213. See note 26 for more on Echoes from Lock One. 
214. See note 30 for an explanation of the historic practice of redlining and its ongoing impacts in the 
Capital Region. 
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beyond what is considered safe for growing food for consumption, but not high enough to 

preclude recreational use. 215 Across the two seasons we have worked with this lawn, we have 

explored the limitations and affordances of allowing this land to begin to heal through 

(re)disturbance and reduced mowing.  

 

Figure 39: Multisensorial fieldwork at Lawn Lab plots on NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for Independent 
Media’s environmental education campus, Mohican land, North Central Troy: where the asphalt coating gets 
submerged under the lawn. Photo by the author. 

Our early work on this lawn revealed that asphalt coated much more of the land than was 

visible, and that only a thin layer of turf existed on top, as described in the opening passage of 

this chapter. As the project progressed, we were able to actually physically sense the difference 

between closely shorn lawn vegetation and the vegetation that was allowed to grow unimpeded 

within the Lawn Lab sculptures. On a July afternoon, when pressing a bare hand or foot into the 

 
215. Participants who attended (re)disturbance events were provided with gloves and wet wipes for 
cleaning hands post-event, and events were held in spring when the soil was moist and airborne dust was 
not a factor. We discussed the risks of contaminated urban soils and mitigation strategies for exposure and 
remediation, within and across multispecies communities. 
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lawn, we found dry, hard, somewhat warm soil, while reaching deep into the vegetation of a 

particularly verdant Lawn Lab plot, we probed cooler, moister soil with varied texture that felt 

less dense. While high grass and vegetation do come with other concerns for some 

stakeholders—beyond looking “messy” some community members also worried about exposure 

to Lyme disease bearing ticks, other insects, and “pest” animals—the cooler air and moister soil 

in and around the sculptures became an embodied phenomenon, allowing us to sense the reality 

of microclimates and the urban heat island effect in a visceral way. 

The lawns we worked with at RPI are also implicated in questions that arose around 

environmental inequities in Troy. RPI is located one and half miles southeast of North Central 

Troy, in the hills above downtown. Downtown Troy, like North Central, stretches along the 

Hudson River, close to sea level. Rising a few hundred feet above sea level, RPI’s roughly 296-

acre campus is covered in range of types of lawns, from highly maintained lawns that are 

reseeded frequently and treated with herbicides to control growth of undesirable “lawn weeds” to 

lawns that are closer in character to the one we work with in North Central. North of the campus, 

also in the hills, is another vast lawn habitat, in the form of a 247-acre municipal golf course and 

park. Each of these habitats, while nominally considered green space, is perched above the city, 

potentially contributing to storm water runoff and fertilizer and herbicide contamination, all of 

which flows down towards the lower income neighborhoods along the river, where the lingering 

threat of post-industrial infrastructure creates heightened possibilities for environmental 

contamination.  
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Figure 40: Various herbicide application warning signs documented on RPI's campus near Lawn Lab plots, 
2017-2021. Photos by the author. 

Connecting in a visceral way with the weedy plants of the soil seed bank across these 

various lawn habitats brought these concerns into high relief through an unconventional lens, that 

of un-lawning. We observed a monoculture explosion of crabgrass in one plot at RPI (where we 

later learned a lot of herbicide had been applied in prior years) and witnessed a mysterious 

raspberry vine emerge in another, located near student dorms (teaching us about the affordances 

of humans as fruit eaters and seed spreaders). We tuned in to how bumble bees and grasshoppers 

foraged busily in a plot surrounded by sterile lawn in the midst of RPI’s most heavily maintained 

lawns, and sensed moisture retention in the cool recesses of a massive thicket of lambsquarters 

and mugwort that emerged in a roadside plot near a bus stop in North Central, on the campus of 

The Sanctuary for Independent Media. Along the way, we drew connections across disparate 

habitats and ecosocial settings, asking questions about how established and accepted practices in 

turf management and local public policy connect to issues of environmental injustice. Rather 

than communicating “finished” science about urban ecology or turf management or public 
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health, we gathered perspectives across disciplines and specialties, opening up space to 

experience and document the agency of plant life in ways that fed back into our interest in 

ecosocial justice and plant-human solidarity. In making these connections across heterogeneous 

vegetal, socioeconomic, racial, environmental, and geographical terrain, our activities extend 

Born and Barry’s formulation of the public experiment, adding relations between humans and 

plants as a key area of inquiry. 

 

Figure 41: Video still from the author’s video The Lawn (Re)Disturbance Laboratory: Season 1, video 
available at http://lawnlab.org. 

3.7.7. Civic Science and Artisanal Data in the Public Experiment 

As I have mentioned on several occasions, part of Lawn Lab involves collecting data of 

various kinds, from photographs to sensations to seeds to more traditional data about plant and 

insect species. Naturally this makes civic science relevant to our process. While we are not 

purely a civic science project, and our position as “art” and “public sculpture” affords lots of 

flexibility, it is worth attending to conversations around the ethical and theoretical concerns of 
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so-called “citizen,” “community,” and “civic” science, which is why I included this area in my 

literature review (section 2.6.6).216 This topic is especially relevant because in recent seasons, 

our position in the gap between art and civic science has allowed us to make partnerships with 

more conventional civic science projects, traditional ecological studies, and art projects. 

As I explored in section 2.6.6, while various terms are used to describe civic science, I 

see the choice of the term civic not only as more inclusive, but also indicative of a commitment 

to a thoughtful and critical approach to reciprocity-based relationships with human and more-

than-human participants. In addition to concerns around accessibility and equity in participation, 

reciprocity in civic science means consideration of how the results (data in all their forms) will 

be reinvested in the community that produced them, rather than extracted in a potentially 

exploitative way. In a phytocentric pedagogy context, this means the needs and desires of the 

plant life involved are taken into account alongside those of human community members, as 

these needs are framed as entangled and co-produced, although not always sanguine or innocent.  

In the case of Lawn Lab, this means we aren't simply collecting information about soil 

seed banks or weedy plant life and walking away, to share those results outside of the 

multispecies community that produced them. Rather we are invested in keeping them 

contextualized, and whenever possible, re-investing them in the plant-human community from 

which they arose. This commitment can range from collecting and re-distributing seeds in the 

local habitat, to contributing to a growing iNaturalist dataset that is rooted in the ecosocial 

habitats around Lawn Lab, to facilitating and sharing the results of soil tests for heavy metals 

with individuals and organizations who own or manage the land we work with. 

This commitment is part of why we consider our data to be somewhat artisanal in nature: 

 
216. See section 2.6.6 for an analysis of the different meanings of these terms and the implications of 
practicing civic science. 
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it is small-scale, slooooow data, as opposed to big (fast, efficient) data, and it is co-produced by 

individual, specific beings functioning in a mesh of multispecies community. Each data entry—

be it an iNaturalist upload, a sketch, a photograph, or a smell or texture stored away in the mind-

body of a human participant—represents a physical, embodied interaction between people, 

plants, and habitat. While it can be a challenge to keep this residue of slowness and care attached 

to more conventional data that make their way onto platforms like iNaturalist or into 

spreadsheets of plant biodiversity and abundance, we do our best to enliven and contextualize 

them, keeping them grounded in the larger ethos of the project.217 For example, when we do 

iNaturalist training as part of a public event, we frame it as training in “plant portraiture” where 

participants are encouraged to seek out plants that interest them, and attempt to describe why, 

capturing those details through careful and engaged photography that speaks to their own 

interests. In addition to straightforward descriptive photographs, they create vivid and impactful 

images of the plants that interest them, providing detailed imagery that is useful for identification 

on iNaturalist and for their own empathic connection with the plant. For participants who haven’t 

been encouraged to look carefully at plants before—especially weedy plants—this can be a 

revelation, as they discover the amount of intricacy and detail that makes one plant different 

from the next. In this way, each “data point” also represents and human-plant interaction of some 

significance. 

Additionally, as we do this work, we try not to create the atmosphere of a data “blitz” or 

 
217. For example, I was told I should pull up and eradicate a bed of Russian thistle via the comments on 
an iNaturalist entry I had made. This opinion was formed without much additional context, as I had not 
yet added the entry to the larger “NATURE Lab Urban Environmental Campus” data set that covers the 
area of North Central Troy I tend to work in, which, to some degree at least, explains the ecosocial 
context. Russian thistle is well-established throughout North Central Troy, and the landscape in question 
is known to harbor heavy imbued metal soils. The choice to rip out the Russian thistle—even from eco-
managerial perspective—was not an obvious one.  
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one-off survey carried out by researchers who swoop in and out again. We strive to build 

sustainable long-term relationships with the habitats we engage with—for example over multiple 

years in the case of our work at NATURE Lab. This is not always possible to the extent we’d 

like it to be, but in all cases we commit to at least shepherding engagement and interaction across 

a whole season, providing a series of public events, publicly accessible information sheets, and 

signage that enhances the phytocentric pedagogy potential of the project while also attempting to 

remain accountable and responsible to reciprocal exchange with varied stakeholders. We 

continue to negotiate our relationship to data gathering and more conventional forms of civic 

science. We are attentive to the practices of related interdisciplinary civic science projects that 

attend to vegetal life, weediness, and lawns, like Kevin Vega and Juanita Schläpfer Miller’s 

Where Seeds Fall (Vega et al 2021) and Liz Anna Kozik and collaborators’ Rethinking Lawns. 

 

Figure 42: A photo taken in response to prompts in the Lawn Lab Audio Tour. Photo by the author. 
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3.8. Grounding in Plant-Led Memoir: Snippets From Lawn Lab Plots 

3.8.1. July 15, 2018: Corner of Peoples Avenue & 9th Street, Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute, Mohican Land, Troy, New York 

It’s been hot. And dry. The lawn grass surrounding this plot has bleached to brown, but 

the lawn mower—a big ride-on one that sheers in six-foot swathes—still rumbles on. Somehow, 

we often cross paths. From my position kneeling on the dry grass, I wave and nod to the driver, 

and he returns the gesture. In the plot, a deer munched lambsquarters is struggling to make seed. 

Their main stem is roughly shredded, and the majority of their tender leaves nibbled down to the 

stem. They’ve adapted by pushing the last of their energy into one remaining branch with 

flowers, which are a shriveled combination of pale green and straw brown. As I lean into the 

plot, a low-growing tapestry of stems, leaves, flowers, and seeds comes into focus. In the midst 

of this sea of faded lawn, an interwoven mat of spotted spurge, prostrate knotweed, purslane, and 

dandelion endure. The massive mower passes by again on the lawn west of us, across the parking 

lot, throwing up dust. I know the herbicide truck was here last week too. The yellow warning 

signs still dot the edge of this lawn. I’ve been told it wasn’t windy that day, so most likely not 

much of it drifted onto the plot. But maybe the shriveled lambsquarters plant is also struggling 

due to herbicide exposure. I wonder for a moment if the mother deer and two fawns I saw 

lingering at the edge of the forest fragment across the street know what glyphosate tastes like.  
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Figure 43: Plot #2 at Lawn Lab at NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for Independent Media’s environmental 
education campus, Mohican land, North Central Troy, September 2020. Photo by the author. 

3.8.2. September 15, 2020: 3333 6th Avenue, NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for 
Independent Media’s Environmental Education Campus, North Central 
Troy, New York, Mohican Land 

This plot was (re)disturbed in early spring. As often as possible I sit with the growing 

plot, the slow/fast changes accumulating across the days turned weeks turned months. 

Sometimes I come with neighbors, or friends, or restless toddlers. Today I am alone. I set the 

timer on my phone for five minutes and settle down, cross-legged, with my knees touching the 

edge of the pyramid sculpture. I lean into the plot, greeting the plants I see by name and touch 

and breath, thanking them for emerging and enduring: Hello lambsquarters, with your soft, pale 

leaves thar seem to bear a dusting of fine pearlescent sand. Hello Virginia pepperweed, with your 
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flat, tiny seed pods ripening into papery discs. I love how you’ve started to turn rosy-dusty pink 

with the shortening of the days. Hello young ailanthus sprout—you “tree of heaven” whose 

parent plant is west of this lawn, shading the alleyway. You won’t be here long. We humans 

don’t want an ailanthus forest here, so before long one of us will uproot you. But I greet you 

now, and appreciate your vibrant green enthusiasm and the rich phytochemical scent you emit. 

Hello narrow-leaved plantain, with your delicately veined, deep green leaves and spiky white 

florets, trembling in the wind and vibrating with insect visitors. Hello black medic—the yellow 

of your intricate clover-like blossoms dots the ground throughout this plot. And hello purslane! It 

took me years to observe the delicate cups you build to hold the tiny black seeds you produce 

throughout the growing season. Brilliant. And red clover! I never fail to greet you. The bees and 

wasps and flies always remind me, as they flit and dart and bumble between your blossoms. And 

Digitaria, of course. I prefer this name—for the digits of the “fingers” of your inflorescences—

but you are also known as crabgrass, your stems and leaves radiating from a central node and 

creeping outwards, like a crab on the sand, maybe? In a few short minutes I’ll flex and twist my 

all-too-human limbs, unfolding them to rise slowly onto two legs, disengaging from this one-by-

one meter microcosm of activity, while you all remain here, enmeshed, more fully present in the 

air, the soil, the wind, the sunlight, the moonlight, the land, than I will ever be. Thank you for 

doing this work. 

3.8.3. May 20, 2021: Green-Wood Cemetery Lawn, Brooklyn, New York, 
Lenape Land/In Front of My Laptop in Troy, New York, Mohican Land  

It’s been four weeks since we established these plots, and I’m monitoring from a 

distance. I wish I could be on the ground there every day, or at least once a week. A few days 

back, I got an update in the form of a photo from a collaborator on the cemetery groundskeeping 

team: seeds have awoken, green sprouts are emerging. Zooming into the photo until the young 
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plants begin to fracture into pixels on my laptop screen, I see evening primrose, oxalis, clover, 

and a few I can’t recognize yet. Is that crabgrass, or Asiatic dayflower? Later in the day, another 

email comes in, and another photo of the plots. This one is from a member of the public—he tells 

me he and his son visit the plots on their weekly walks, and were disappointed to see the plants 

had been shorn to the ground inside the sculptures—he just wants me to know about it! Attached 

is a photo of a kid who looks about four years old, standing in front of the plots, their back to the 

camera. The vegetation inside the plots looks short and uniform. Zooming into this photo, click 

by click, I feel the scent of cut grass in my nostrils, and the waves of disappointment settling 

through my body-mind. I process and hold these waves of emotion, searching for ways to 

understand them as productive friction, for clues for how to navigate the conversations ahead, 

and the fate of these plots. I sigh and close the photo. Crabgrass—Digitaria—if that’s you in that 

earlier photo, well, you like mowing just fine. You will hold that bare soil in place, spreading 

with exuberance even as other possibilities wither after the mower’s cut. 
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4.  CROSS-DISCIPLINARY CONVERSATIONS: 
INTERVIEWS WITH SPECIALISTS WHO WORK AT THE 
PLANT-HUMAN INTERFACE IN FIELDS ADJACENT TO 
AND OVERLAPPING WITH CEA FOR PLANT-HUMAN 

SOLIDARITY 
With our analysis of critical ecosocial art for plant-human solidarity and its application 

through phytocentric pedagogy behind us, this final chapter provides an opportunity to look 

outside of the particular rhetoric and approach I have honed as dissertation-writing artist and 

academic, to experience the ways that other practitioners who work closely with plants 

understand and explain plant-human relationships. The guided conversations that form the basis 

of this chapter were held virtually over winter, spring, and summer 2021.218 I will introduce my 

interlocutors in more detail shortly. They include a turfgrass scientist who once served as a golf 

course superintendent, a plant-community ecologist who is in the process of reclaiming her 

Indigenous Tlingit identity, a somatic dance educator who is also an environmental activist, an 

ethnobotanist who works with civic science, and an academic and herbalist who is also a 

guerrilla grafter. Although in no way representative of the myriad modes of specialization and 

expertise brought to plant-human relationships across disciplines and naturalcultural contexts, I 

hope the segments of conversation included here offer at least a preliminary sense for the range 

of possible ways deep, daily work with plants is discussed and understood beyond my particular 

approach. 

While each conversation was seeded with some basic questions that were consistent 

across the five interviews, the conversations that emerged were designed to be casual, following 

 
218. Interviews conducted for this chapter were done in accordance with IRB protocol 1906 “Exploring 
Connections between Ecosocial Art and Related Disciplines,” Ellie Irons, 2020, which is included in 
Appendix D. 
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the mutual interests, concerns, and questions that came up across the span of the forty-five-

minute interview process. The consistent questions that were asked across each interview 

included: 1) What do you think gets people (both students and the general public) excited about 

plants?; 2) Are there methods you’ve noticed or applied over the years that help folks overcome 

the tendency (especially in Euro-Western society) to overlook and under-appreciate the vegetal 

members of our ecological communities (so-called “plant blindness”?*)219 To what end?; and 3) 

Have you seen ideas from your home discipline move outside of that discipline in ways that 

surprised you? If so, how? Other questions were more specifically tailored to each interlocutor’s 

individual research and practice, or arose organically through the conversational process. 

Across these wide-ranging conversations, as we explored each interlocutor’s creative 

practice, philosophy, and approach to vegetal life, I sought opportunities to see how my vision of 

CEA for plant-human solidarity and its implementation through phytocentric pedagogy resonates 

or contrasts with other perspectives on plant-human relationality. Each interlocutor comes to 

their focus on plant-human relationships with a variety of other skills and passions that scaffold 

and intertwine with their knowledge of vegetal life. In general, each is interested in encouraging 

and amplifying more productive, positive interactions between humans and plants now and into 

the future, and they draw on their own naturalcultural context and disciplinary expertise to 

advance this goal. 

Across their diverse perspectives, my interlocutors offered reflections that diverge and 

converge in a variety of ways, and I was interested to see several themes float to the over the 

course of the five conversations. Reviewing them as a group, I found it was generative to filter 

 
219. The asterisk included in this question noted “I’m in the process of adjusting my ableist language 
around this wording, and will be trying out other possibilities. See for example Parsley 2020: “Plant 
awareness disparity: A case for renaming plant blindness.’” 
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our conversations for passages and moments that resonate with these four themes: 1) the utility 

of direct and sustained observation; 2) the role of a context-specific, bioregional, land-based 

perspective; 3) the naturalcultural biases and preferences that are built into dominant Euro-

Western approaches to landscape maintenance and care; 4) the essential role of friction, 

contention and compromise in attempting to change these attitudes. These themes did not arise in 

response to the same questions, or in predictable ways, so rather than an orderly progression 

through the content covered with each interlocutor, I will start by introducing each of the five 

interlocutors, then proceed thematically, pulling out quotes and analysis that relate to each 

theme, to allow the different uses of language, varied disciplinary perspectives, and variations in 

affect vibrate against one and other. We will close the chapter with a rumination on the potential 

to shift negative plant-human relationships by combining non-dominant narratives with lived 

experience to build towards healthier plant-human relationships. We will start with a brief 

introduction to each interlocutor, drawn both from what they told me during our conversations 

and from publicly available biographical material. While minimal, I hope these introductions 

provide some basis for contextualizing the interests, concerns, and sentiments expressed in the 

following sections.  

4.1. Introducing the Interlocutors 

Dr. Sasha Wright (interviewed on January 8, 2021, living and working on Tongva land) 

is a plant ecologist and a native Tlingit Alaskan whose Plant FAM Lab (Plant Facilitation and 

Microclimate Lab) at California State University Los Angeles focuses both on how plants living 

side-by-side can benefit one and other, and how building a “culture where science is fun and 

inclusive and very family oriented” benefits the mostly first generation college students she 
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works with and the development of the ecological sciences more generally.220 Sasha describes 

growing up “spending time in the woods as a kid, and wanting to know the language of that 

space, wanting to feel connected to that space” as part of what drew her to plant ecology. As 

described on her lab website, in her current research, she and her lab members study how 

“positive interactions between plants can help explain species coexistence, biodiversity-

ecosystem function, and ecological responses to climate change”. Recently she has found that the 

combined lens of Western ecological science and a turn towards reclaiming and renewing her 

ties to her Tlingit Alaskan ancestry, land, culture, and language have revolutionized her 

understanding of plant-human relationships. She describes how this combined lens “deepens my 

ecological strengths because it helps me listen to and understand my study system better” and 

brings a “deep, spiritual, emotional feeling of fulfillment” she finds helpful in challenging the 

value systems that have produced massive problems like climate change. 

Dr. Aubrey Streit Krug (interviewed on January 29, 2021, lives and works on Kaw, 

Osage, and Pawnee land) is a literary scholar, writer, and ethnobotanist who is also the ecosphere 

studies director at the Land Institute in Salina, Kansas, a non-profit organization dedicated to 

developing new perennial grain agriculture crops. As the descendent of settlers who arrived on 

the Great Plains more than a century ago, Streit Krug grew up surrounded by plants on the Mid-

Western prairie. While she recalls being in very close relationships with plants as a child, she 

notes that they were often “in the background.” It took some formative experiences later in life to 

bring them into focus. While working on her graduate studies in English and Great Plains 

Studies, Streit Krug arrived at ethnobotany and American literature as a focal point, and is now 

working on a book project tracing “key metaphors that we use to describe human plant 

 
220. All quotations in section 4.1 are drawn from conversations between me and the interlocutor 
identified unless otherwise noted. 
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relationships…how they've changed and what sort of histories they carry with them.” In her role 

at the Land Institute she works regularly with plants who are part of the perennial plant crop 

domestication program, exploring the role culture and storytelling play in cultivating plant-

human relationships. 

Margaretha Haughwout (interviewed on February 28, 2021, living and working on 

Oneida land) is an artist, educator, herbalist, and grafter who came to deep engagement with 

plant life through herbalism training as a young adult. Through her later academic training in 

media and digital arts she developed a critical approach to technology. An enduring interest in 

networks, participation, and the kinds of “relationships and agreements that can be made in 

commoning environment” brought her to current work that explores public fruit, food ways, and 

bioregional agriculture, through collaborative projects like the Guerrilla Grafters and 

GraftersXChange, two socially engaged projects that take the act of grafting as a nexus for 

ecosocial change. From her location at Colgate College in rural upstate New York, she is 

exploring networks of connectivity along an urban-rural gradient by facilitating the exchange of 

grafting materials, techniques and resources between the urban centers around New York City to 

towns, villages, and far-flung farms that populate the land around Colgate. Along with 

collaborators Efrén Cruz Cortés and Suzanne Husky, she is a founding member of Coven 

Intelligence Program, described on the project website as “a techno-botanical coven whose 

mission is to track and encourage emerging revolutionary ecologies of work between plants and 

machines.” 

Dr. Frank Rossi (interviewed on May 11, 2021, living and working on 

Gayogo̱hó꞉nǫ'/Cayuga land) is a turfgrass scientist specializing in the ecological aspects of turf 

management. Currently an assistant professor in integrative plant science at Cornell University, 
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Rossi characterizes his early work with plants as formative. He grew up surrounded by 

landscaping professionals, and started out cutting lawns as a kid, which led to work with a 

landscaping company as a teen. He describes knowing he wanted to grow grass for a living, but a 

short stint as a golf course superintendent was frustrating because “I really didn’t like having to 

produce a crop for people” who “didn’t care about the grass—they cared about the game played 

on it” (Rossi, conversation with the author). This realization led him to turn to an academic and 

research career where he could study grass in intricate detail, testing and observing how different 

species and varieties faired under different conditions, with a focus on determining less resource 

intensive modes of creating and maintaining turf. Now four decades into his career, Rossi has 

embarked on a study with Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York, under the theme of 

“Rethinking Urban Grasslands.” In this situation he once again finds himself confronting the 

whims and desires of the people who use the grass, but rather than the game of golf, stakeholders 

in this situation are concerned about the final resting place of their loved ones, while Frank and 

his collaborators are interested in making the vast lawns at Green-Wood less environmentally 

deleterious.  

andrea haenggi (interviewed on September 8, 2021, living and working on Lenape land) 

is an interdisciplinary artist, choreographer, dancer, embodied scientist and somatic-dance 

educator engaged in forms of “interspecies dance practice” like ethno-choreo-botan-ography—

interspecies embodied dialogues in a theater context (haenggi n.d.). haenggi grew up in the Swiss 

Alps, where she was surrounded by plant life of the alpine meadows, and recalls her mother 

using wild-growing herbs as medicine. She always knew she would be a dancer, and moved to 

New York City in her early twenties to pursue a career in the arts. Since that time, she has 

worked as a movement educator, choreographer, and performer in a range of capacities, teaching 



367 

and performing both in New York City, where she is based, and around the world, from Lagos, 

Nigeria to Chengdu, China. She re-engaged with plant life close to a decade ago, when, under the 

pressure of rising rents, she relocated her movement studio from the sixth floor of a loft building 

in Williamsburg to a former auto body shop with an asphalt covered yard in Crown Heights. 

Around the same time, she returned to her childhood village in Switzerland for an extended 

period of time to care for her dying mother, who told her “the trees will take me back.” Sitting 

with her grief, and with the provocations of Occupy Wall Street, which happened the same year, 

haenggi found herself gazing at the plants disrupting the asphalt in the yard of the new studio and 

wondering what would happen were they to be “actually the director, the collaborators, the 

performers. That’s when I knew I needed to develop different methods.” In the intervening years 

she has developed a range of weedy choreography that follows plants as mentors and guides, 

including as a co-founder of the Environmental Performance Agency, an ecosocial art collective 

of which I am also a member. andrea is currently involved in activism to save 1,000 trees at East 

River Park in Manhattan, who will soon become victims of a municipal climate mitigation plan 

(Gessen 2021). 

With these brief introductions accomplished, we will move onto the thematic categories I 

observed floating to the top in each of these conversations in ways that link with, illuminate, 

extend, and trouble my aspirations for CEA for plant-human solidarity and phytocentric 

pedagogy. I have woven the interlocutors’ statements together into a conversation of sorts, so 

you won’t see a particular order or systematic appearance of each interlocutor’s voice, rather 

they will come and go in ways that I find engaging and productive. 

4.2. On the Role of Direct Observation and Multisensorial Engagement 

Each of my interlocutors mentioned at various times the significance of direct 
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observation in their approach to connecting with and understanding plant life. While this may 

seem like an obvious theme, given our task here, I think their reflections provide fodder for my 

assertion that turning to our local plant neighbors in widely accessible urban, ruderal, and 

monocultural settings can be a good place to start building plant-human solidarity in situations 

where it has waned.  

Dr. Aubrey Streit Krug (Aubrey): I didn't grow up knowing the names of any of those 

plants [mid-Western prairie plants]—plants were just in the background and it really was much 

later in my life when I started to see them for the first time, and to see them in the full sense of 

not only what my eyes observed, but to care and notice and sense and to be more curious. And I 

do wonder about the ways in which that happens for other people. For me, I guess what I've 

observed is [the importance of] direct experiences and repeated experiences—this is why 

practice is so important for me. The plants who I know the best are the ones who I visit 

regularly…So that sort of repeated exposure and opportunity for interaction—the same way you 

get to know people. Proximity matters a lot. 

Dr. Frank Rossi (Frank):  All of the things we're seeing in the city are going to happen 

everywhere as we keep warming. Right. So I don't debate these things in my head anymore. 

We're warming. I'm a plant scientist. I see it. I don't need to watch the news to know what's 

happening because I grow plants for a living. 

Andrea haenggi (andrea): That [project, Teaching a Human the Urban Weeds Alphabet], 

really came out of this [question]: so how do I meet them [the urban weeds]? You, know besides 

science, besides knowing the name. For me that doesn’t work, I’m [oriented] towards movement. 

So I thought, I can really tell the expressivity of each individual [plant] when they meet the wind. 

When they meet the wind, each becomes their own individual—it really shows it very well. And 
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I thought, well how can I meet that more? So, I started to do these drawings—these kinesthetic 

gestural drawings, I call them. Without looking at the paper, each time there is a movement [in 

the plant] I would make a stroke on the paper with the quality I sensed—I received—from the 

plant. And out of this I started to analyze these different movements, into what I call the 

Movement Herbarium. 

Dr. Sasha Wright (Sasha): One of the things I've been learning in my Tlingit language 

practice is…how to introduce yourself to the natural world and how to introduce yourself to a 

plant that you want to harvest. There's a long history in many Indigenous cultures of having a 

relationship with the plants that you harvest that is very reciprocal. So, you know, sitting 

quietly—without even talking about the language—but sitting quietly, in the natural space that 

you're in and asking for permission to make a harvest. Now, the emotion, my heart, says, “this 

feels good.” But the science part of me says, “wait, what am I actually doing?” I think there's a 

pretty easy answer. And any ecologist could tell you that answer, which is that even when you're 

teaching an intro ecology class, you try to teach your students to sit quietly long enough that 

they'll notice things that they wouldn't have noticed otherwise. That's part of being an 

ecologist—noticing all of the things happening in the natural world that most people, particularly 

in colonial, modern culture, have not been trained to notice. And so, if you sit quietly long 

enough, you're going to notice some insects. If you sit quietly long enough, you're going to 

realize your brain had been tuning out the birds. If you sit quietly long enough, you're going to 

notice bald spots in the grass. If you sit quietly long enough, you're going to hear human-

produced noise that your brain had been tuning out. There are so many things you're going to 

notice if you just sit quietly for long enough… I think it deepens my ecological strengths because 

it helps me listen to and understand my study system better. 
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Margaretha Haughwout (Margaretha): So, as an herbalist, I started my herbal training 

really young and one of the first books I read was by Susan Weed, who said, you know, you 

really just need to know one plant, just get to know [that] one plant really, really well. And then 

that plant will introduce you to a whole bunch of other plants. And it'll also give you a sort of 

framework for understanding. You know what plants are and how they communicate and how 

they express [themselves]. So, start with dandelion, right? Start with these plants that are 

everywhere. So, you can really get to know it and, and start to distinguish it from plants that look 

like it. And then you don't feel bad digging one up to look at the roots. And then start to use it. 

So, you'll know how it tastes, you know how it smells. 

andrea: sometimes I dance to really get into the energy of the plants, to sense what is not 

visible. That’s what I felt a little—I felt as though everything became more three hundred and 

sixty [degree]. So instead of staring at something—instead of having to look at something, it 

suddenly gets like I have ten thousand eyes, or sensors, and that each are equally important. 

4.3. Bringing a Context-Specific, Bioregional, Land-based Perspective 

As we have explored throughout this dissertation, a context-specific, land-based response 

to plant-human solidarity is a key aspect of phytocentric pedagogy. This attention to local 

conditions, what is sometimes framed as a bioregional approach, was also in evidence 

throughout my interview conversations, as my interlocutors engaged in questions—ranging from 

the seemingly mundane to the profound—around how to adapt to changing ecosocial and 

naturalcultural realities in face of climate chaos and growing inequity. 

Frank: You have to look at your lawn now, not so much as a lawn anymore, but as a 

flowering lawn or as a garden. It's a garden, with alive grasses that have to get trimmed and 

managed and flower differently…in my opinion, if people really want to embrace this, we’re 
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going to find a four-to-five-inch height of grass, plants that flower early in the season, through 

the summer and later in the season, so that the lawn can have that persistent foraging ability for 

the birds and the bees. We need to get to that ability to know what are the right plants [are]. And 

here's the thing—that's different from an ecoregion perspective. It's not [just] bluegrass works 

north of here and Bermuda grass south of here. Two grasses! And you got the whole country! 

With these [new lawns] you got all kinds of plants. You’ve got to use locals, natives, whatever 

that will give you that persistent flowering. 

Aubrey: Silphium integrifolium, which we just call Silphium, is a native north American 

prairie wildflower, with beautiful yellow flowers, deeply rooted, and drought resistant. We are 

really interested in getting to know this plant—in domesticating this plant as a perennial oil seed 

crop. It also has lots of pollinator benefits. But because we're domesticating this plant within its 

home range and continent, that means that it has all sorts of other ecological relationships with 

insects and diseases. And so we have a lot to learn and understand. And that also is part of the 

learning that we're doing primarily as a scientific organization that's grounded in Western 

science. Other humans have had relationships and continue to have relationships with all sorts of 

native perennial plants, including Silphium, on this continent. So, beginning to learn about that, 

doing what we call the work of ethnobotany—understanding and paying attention to those 

human-plant relationships—is part of our learning process. We have a lot to learn there. 

andrea: I’m here in Switzerland now, in Zurich, and I was hiking in Zurich Uetliberg [an 

urban park] and two months ago they had a huge storm…it happened at two o’clock in the 

morning, and everything came down in fifteen minutes, all the trees. And it just brings me back 

to the park [East River Park in New York City]. Other energies can take things down—the wind, 

too much rain, climate change—but what does it mean when the city, on purpose, takes a lot of 
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trees down [for a large-scale climate mitigation project]. Already in the park [East River Park] 

they [the city] took down four trees, and there is something very, very different in the feeling of 

the interference. 

Sasha: I started getting interested in this idea that climate change produces novel 

environments very rapidly. A new rainfall regime, a new set of temperatures, a new type of 

disturbance, an introduction of a new species, all these different types of rapid changes in the 

environment. That last one, [the] introduction of a new species, also provides a mechanism by 

which two species that [have] historically been living close to each other for maybe ten or a 

hundred thousand years, then diverged evolutionarily because of a geographic separation—

Allopatric speciation221—like they moved to two sides of a mountain, they were separated by an 

ocean, whatever it was, are being put in contact with one another for the first time in a long 

period of time. And because of these species introductions—Loren Reisberg comes to mind who 

studies this in sunflowers—there might be a situation where, because the environment is 

changing so fast [historically isolated plant species] might still have the capacity for 

hybridization.222 The problem with hybridization is that if the environment is consistent, the 

likelihood that the hybrid will be more fit—better at life than either of the parents—is really low 

because the hybrid is going to be very different from both of the parents. It's going to be 

combining genes and having phenotypes that aren't really expressed in either parent. So if your 

environment is staying the same, that’s not going to be a great thing, but if the environment is 

changing very fast, there's actually the potential that those hybrids are more fit than either parent. 

 
221. Allopatric speciation refers to “the formation of new species from ancestral species as a result of the 
geographical separation or fragmentation of the breeding population” (Allaby 2010). 
222. Hybridization is “the process of an animal or plant breeding with an individual of another species or 
variety” (Oxford English Dictionary 2015fn) and can occur when closely related species that have been 
separated geographically come into contact again. See Rieseberg et al. 2003 for an example related to 
wild sunflower hybridization. 
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So yes, global change can increase rates of extinction, but also, speciation by hybridization 

seems to me like one mechanism by which species creation—speciation—might also be 

increasing. 

Margaretha: I was working in San Francisco and the Bay Area in California, working 

with the Guerrilla Grafters and thinking about urban commons—what it means to have a 

commons in these urban centers that are sort of the pinnacle of profit off exploitation in some 

ways. [There is] a lot of resource drain from the rural environment to create these urban 

environments. Thinking about commoning is also about beginning to staunch the flows of 

resources from other places. So then I found myself in central New York in a very rural context, 

and became really interested in the ways that the public and private manifest in the rural context 

and the kind of invasive, invisibilizing processes that are involved with that. It's much “greener” 

in these rural environments, but there's still a profound amount of food insecurity and lots of 

monocrop farming, and really propertied relations. It's very, very hard to walk through huge 

portions of this environment, maybe even harder than it is in a city. So [I was] thinking about the 

ways that that the Guerrilla Grafters could make some sort of intervention in this space and 

thinking about food forestry—tactical guerrilla food forestry in the rural environment. So 

GraftersXChange is an annual eco-art event—or ecosocial event, to use your word, Ellie—that 

brings together orchardists, agriculturalists, fruit tree enthusiasts, and grafters from rural, 

industrial, post-industrial and urban environments primarily to share a scion wood.223 Hopefully 

[it] opens up pipelines or pathways for a guerrilla gardeners in more urban environments to do 

their work and to support that work. I have really made it a priority that it's a bioregional event. 

We don't fly anybody from other places. [We’re] trying to understand our neighboring 

 
223. In grafting, scion wood is a young twig or shoot that has been removed from the parent plant, and 
can be attached, via a graft, to another tree. 
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watersheds and what kinds of ecological interventions can work here. 

4.4. Identifying, Interrogating, and Rewriting Dominant 
Stories/Theories and Naturalcultural Biases 

Across these interview conversations, as we addressed particular instances of plant-

human relationality, broader concerns, frustrations, and hopes for identifying and shifting larger 

naturalcultural tendencies in Euro-Western society arose again and again, as my interlocutors 

identified larger societal tropes or tendencies that inform and dictate aspects of contemporary 

plant-human relationships in the settings they work in. 

andrea: Thinking with the body is really thinking with the language we are actually first 

born with, right? We come into the world with the language of movement and the language of 

touch. These are actually one of our main languages, but over time—well, they are under us—

but we kind of leave this language. 

Frank: [How we tend to the landscape we live in]…is an afterthought in the scheme of all 

the problems that our society faces…You know, you're fighting against the socio-cultural 

constructs that we've made around this plant system, the lawn…people have really married 

themselves up very much to the ideal of the weed-free, dark blue-green lawn, that gives that 

appearance of what I think was the original sort of American dream back in the two-car garage 

and a chicken in every pot stuff. That's how deep I think this is culturally. And what we found in 

our work is a couple of things. Number one, the lowest hanging fruit, is to just mow a little bit 

less…We’re moving from a manicured to a groomed look, maybe a little less intensely 

managed…I would have to say that the biggest challenge remains how to convince people that 

by reducing the maintenance and getting a more groomed versus manicured look, we are still 

cracking a sweat. This isn't unmanaged land, it's just land managed differently. And that's the 
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biggest hurdle—overcoming the fact that for most people it looks like you're not doing anything. 

Margaretha: Trying to understand what the narratives are that are preventing the 

relationship [with plants], I think is really important. I think one of the grand narratives that we 

have inherited from the twentieth century [around so-called nature] is “don't touch it or you'll 

mess it up.” So [with grafting] we’re really trying to undo that and give people a feeling that no, 

actually relating to [the plant] will make everything better. Yes, it will make your life better. It 

will make the plant better. It is a really good place to start. 

Sasha: Our lab name [is] Plant FAM. I chose it very explicitly because I care a lot about 

culture building in my lab besides just doing research. So, the name stands for Facilitation and 

Microclimate. Facilitation in plant ecology research is talking about any interaction between two 

neighboring plants where one or the other has some positive benefit. We tend to frame things in 

my field of ecology—which is community ecology—as a kind of a zero-sum game, a very 

political competition-based field of research. And so my research is, in some ways, undermining 

that. It's saying in a lot of instances, neighboring plants, yes, compete with each other, but, under 

many circumstances and possibly more and more with climate change, the benefit that they kind 

of accidentally provide each other outweighs the competition that they have between one 

another. Then microclimate is the particular mechanism that I study in detail, which is that plants 

do all this metabolism stuff…so there's all these different aspects of the plant that are influencing 

this little microclimate… and their neighbors might get a benefit out of that. [With my students] 

my job as I see it is very much not just to train them, to be rigid scientists. My job is to make a 

culture where science is fun and inclusive and, very family oriented. And the Plant FAM name 

serves all of those roles. 

andrea: [Regarding cultivating appreciation for plants in everyday life]: It’s a question of 
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time as well. Plant time really exists. Taking time not just to actually see, but building a 

relationship. That's when things change. When you are allowing scientific methods to get people 

out of their own patterns—out of our patterns. Take our religions—like even looking at me 

growing up in the Catholic religion and reading the Bible—in the Bible there are already phrases 

that say clearly, you and I are above everybody else [the rest of nature]. So you already have this 

in your cultural being, right? And then that gets cultivated in school. You have to learn the name. 

A child doesn't learn the name first. I remember even like your child, Ellie, you sent the picture 

of her blowing on the dandelion. And I did the same thing. It's the best thing you can offer to the 

plant, spreading the seeds. When you allow them, children, to do things that as adults we just 

don't do anymore. We always think oh, we just should educate children about plants, and I'm 

like, no, just let them be with plants. Don’t tell them their names too much, because they’ll lose 

that playfulness, that intuitive relationship. Because they are in the learning process, their main 

language is movement, which I think is closer to plant life— because they have to relate to the 

wind and the sun. They always have to interact. And so, I think that finding methods to 

appreciate that as an artist, or even a scientist, will help people find the connection to plants, but 

so often we’re just thinking about seeing, about sight, and it’s not about seeing, it's about 

listening, that's what I believe. 

Aubrey: Isn't it wondrous that this photosynthesis is driving the entire food system on our 

planet? That sort of scientific knowledge—it can really be a doorway into the desire to form a 

[plant-human] relationships. But I think the combination—whether it's a story or [particular] 

language or scientific information—paired with actual opportunities for interaction is what has 

been powerful for me. 
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4.5. Navigating Friction, Contention, and Compromise in the Journey 
Towards Ecosocial Change 

In identifying broad tropes and tendencies in dominant Euro-Western culture that dictate, 

constrain, and limit plant-human interactions, my interlocutors also described the tendency for 

difficult but also productive forms of tension to arise as they navigate the various knowledge 

streams and stakeholders that inform and impact their practices. 

Aubrey: [Regarding transdisciplinarity and] cultural change or cultural evolution, or just 

the importance of what we might care about, you know, what people say and the stories they 

tell—those things matter in the world. Those are fairly commonsense things to talk about in an 

English department, but not [such] common things to talk about in the context of developing new 

crops. So, to be able to bring some of those things to those conversations has felt really exciting 

to me and to be able to get that sense of integration across the work for, not just for its own sake, 

but because we need it to get where we want to go. We need these things, and that has felt really 

motivating and a joy to be part of those sorts of conversations. But there's plenty of tension, 

friction, translation, complexities—of trying to explain what you do and don't mean. Sometimes 

I find that what I know best or I take for granted, that I don't know enough to be able to spell that 

out…So that process of trying to be able to see those things and bring them out into the open for 

discussion, that's good and hard. 

Frank: Normally the cemetery would get mowed twenty-five times a year. We've got 

about forty acres now that we only mow five times a year and it creates some challenges. You 

can't walk in there easily. And you know, Green-wood has a lot of undulating ground. I think if 

we're really going to embrace this idea, because people access these areas, either we're going to 

need well-defined paths or fill in these low spots where people might venture. Every measure 

we've made to try to lower maintenance—that’s going to take us a couple of years to get the 
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system stabilized—has been met with vehement opposition. And I would even go so far as to say 

vitriolic commentary to the staff there because there's this sense that it's unkept. That we have 

our loved ones buried there and you're desecrating them…So this is the great challenge, right? 

It's the hard-core connection to our existence in death…We’ve got one hundred thousand people 

buried in that place. And we have this deep connection to the aesthetic that the plant has played, 

that grass has played [at Green-Wood]. It has as evolved over the years. It went from mostly 

wooded, except for where it was farmed, until they decided to rip all the trees out and turn it into 

a Victorian park. And that's been what we've been stuck with, unfortunately. [That is what] all of 

us trying to re-imagine this landscape are going to confront. 

Margaretha: We also see it [the guerrilla graft] as a kind of a social sculpture, where 

we're actually doing this material action. It's a simple gesture in a way. It only takes about fifteen 

minutes, roughly to graft a branch onto a tree, but a whole set of material relations emerge as a 

result of that gesture. I'm thinking about bearing fruit in a neighborhood, which means [human] 

neighbors can come together, and a whole host of other fruit eaters come into play as well. 

Squirrels, rats, other critters that live in the urban environment that might be interested in a piece 

of fruit also come into relationship. We're also introducing viable pollen into the space as well, 

so pollinators take on new roles and relationships. And of course, the uneaten fruit or the 

partially eaten fruit also has a role falling to the ground, adding nutrition to the soil. So those are 

some of the material relationships that emerge from this graft, as well as the conflicts that 

emerge with city government. 

andrea: I can use a whole somatic sensing system and it really helps me, but for others, it 

could be considered scary or too sensitive. So how you say something to somebody given where 

they come from is crucial. I have found with people who also come from dance and somatics I 
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can say a simple thing, like stretch, close your eyes, and lie down on the floor. And they're like 

“YES!” They have all the tools with them already. If I do this with somebody else, who’s not 

familiar with that, they’re like “I’m not doing that!” First, closing the eyes can be really scary, 

like “I do that when I sleep!” So how to find a different way with language. With the botanical 

garden staff I’m working with, they want me to lead a tour so they can gain other skills. But they 

say “Don’t tell me I need to close my eyes!!” So I need to find language, an approach, where 

they themselves would choose to lie down, or close their eyes...like with students now I give a 

choice. I say “look around your apartment. Think about what you would do after school, how 

you like to be when you’re recuperating.” Then soon they lie down. So, I think language is 

crucial to start to get closer—not to those who we already know would really like this chance, 

but for the ones who would be fearful of emotional language, of feeling. 

Sasha: Disturbance is kind of a complicated idea in ecology. In community ecology, the 

field that really seriously studies disturbance, some disturbance, often, isn't a bad thing. We talk 

about something called the intermediate disturbance hypothesis. A fully undisturbed ecosystem 

will likely lead to just a few species, fully dominating it as the most aggressive competitors. And 

those competitors will kind of push out everybody else. And so, if you leave a system completely 

undisturbed, this will not be the best way to encourage diversity…If you disturb an ecosystem 

too much every day, mowing it every week, doing a lot of pesticide and herbicide applications, 

walking, regular trampling, that’s also going to reduce diversity. Because you're going to be left 

with just the species that are stress tolerant, just the small handful of species that can handle that 

level of disturbance. So, you really want something kind of in the middle…And like everything 

in community ecology, there's varying support for this theory. 

Frank: I can tell you, I know people who manage lots of places where grass is included. 
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When you start talking about campus grounds—particularly with the students and the 

administration, the faculty, the parents—and you get sports fields, you've got coaches and 

boosters, you know, it's like its own world. I have so much admiration for the people that 

manage the grounds on those complex landscapes. 

Across these wide-ranging perspectives from practitioners who work closely with plant 

life as part of their research and lived, daily practice, I see ample opportunities for CEA for 

plant-human solidarity to engage, expand, and evolve in response to the gifts and challenges 

described in these passages. As we contemplate the benefits, of deep, sustained, repeated 

interaction with plants, questions of access and equity are key. As Aubrey told me, if 

“interaction, physical interaction and proximity” is “really at the heart” of changing plant-human 

narratives “thinking about who has access to these ways of learning or opportunities for 

interaction” is essential. While there are myriad possibilities for expanding access for cultivating 

plant-human solidarity and the benefits it brings, the needs are also massive. While the Land 

Institute is expanding their civic science program to reach economically, racially, and culturally 

diverse communities, and Sasha is supporting a cohort of “incredible students” who “being a 

black or brown person in America, being from a first-generation immigrant family…haven’t had 

a lot of doors opened for them”—the gaps are ample for practices like CEA for plant-human 

solidarity in disturbed landscapes to offer additional pathways towards plant-human solidarity. 

Turning to our immediate habitats—be they urban, ruderal, or monocultural—to learn from the 

plants who are our neighbors in these damaged habitats is one route offered, humbly, by CEA 

and phytocentric pedagogy. Experimenting with pleasurable, accessible opportunities to meet 

and get to know weedy plants without shying away from the essential, unavoidable presence of 

conflict, trouble, and compromise—whether with city regulations and municipal power brokers, 
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as in Margaretha and andrea’s cases, or folks’ ingrained biases, in Frank’s case— makes it 

possible to find openings into plant-human solidarity even in those habitats commonly perceived 

to be degraded, damaged, un-natural, too “pristine” or “not enough.”  

Fortunately, foregrounding the opportunities that already exist for engagement with often 

overlooked urban greenspaces—from lawns to so-called vacant lots to sidewalk cracks—is not 

incompatible with the efforts and approaches of my interlocutors. These various possibilities can 

amplify one and other. We now have Land Institute silphium plants growing in a Lawn Lab 

installation in North Central Troy, as explored in section 2.6.6 and 3.7.7. They stand out as bold, 

pleasing, familiar “wildflowers” against the weedier denizens of my Lawn Lab plots, offering 

themselves as conversation starters and ambassadors to introducing the strengths and joys some 

of the less charismatic, oft-vilified inhabitants. Lawn Lab sculptures are sited at Green-Wood 

Cemetery in an attempt to gently introduce, through the conciliatory vein of public sculpture, the 

possibility of other-than-lawn in the main field that greets visitors as they enter the cemetery. 

I’ve offered my unconventional take on plant-human solidarity to students of the earth sciences 

not unlike Sasha’s many times over recent years, through lectures and events, and added a CEA 

for plant-human solidarity perspective to GraftersXChange through performative asphalt 

disruption with the EPA. Sometimes our perspectives fall together beautifully, other times, the 

“friction” and “tension” Aubrey mentioned vibrates in ways that, as she suggests, are truly both 

“hard and good,” and shifting our language or approach to offer gentler inroads, as andrea 

suggests, can be a productive compromise. 
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5.  CONCLUSION 

 

Figure 44: Virginia pepperweed seeds and seed pods in the author’s palm. Photo by the author. 

5.1. Grounding in Plant-Centered Memoir: Burial for Gifts and 
Challenges to Come, 3319 6th Avenue, Troy, NY, Mohican Land 
(July 18, 2018) 

The seeds—young plants with their metabolisms tamped down for the long haul—roll 

around in our palms. They are prepared for time travel. We, with our revved-up mammal 

metabolisms and dexterous fingers, sprinkle them into dishes of fine, sandy soil and mix gently. 

Curly dock seed husks, papery and deep red-brown, and Virginia pepperweed seeds, wrapped in 

their creamy white pods, remain visible, standing out against the dark soil. The primrose and 

mullein seeds disappear immediately, lost among the seemingly infinite grains of earth that fill 

each dish. “How do these seeds experience this transition?” I wonder aloud to the assembled 

group of human ears.  

We know you can sense fluctuations in light, temperature, moisture—you know to wait, to 
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consume that precious store of food held in your protective case at a rate that will sustain you, 

nascent embryo, for years, decades, even centuries. We want to know what that feeling is—that 

feeling of knowing YES! NOW! TODAY! How will you know this is the spring, after so many 

springs, to awaken and meet the world through a new array of senses, grasping in the soil for 

friends, for symbionts, for nutrients, for water, pushing towards the light and into the open air to 

taste the sun? Most of all we want to taste the sun. Can you tell us what it’s like to vibrate your 

cells to the rhythm of that light, building power?  

Just a few hours ago, these seeds were packed together and held tight after months of 

developing, ripening, hardening, in the embrace of a parent plant. We humans precipitated their 

jarring but essential separation into isolated grains of dormant life. With curious, probing hands, 

we tapped, knocked, and plucked, forever changing the trajectory of these perhaps three hundred 

embryonic plant-beings, seeds who might otherwise have fallen at or near the base of their elders 

over the course of the coming autumn. 

When we went seed collecting this morning, we found the decaying parent plant of the 

primrose seeds rising tall and brittle against a brick wall thickly coated with blue paint. Towering 

well over the heads of many in our group, with their deeply forked stems, they were trident-like, 

their tines supporting a neat array of sharp-edged, vase-shaped seedpods. Others of this primrose 

generation probably fell under a mower’s blades early in their second year of life, as they 

attempted to bolt upwards and into maturity in the open expanse of a gap-filling lawn. This plant 

happened to sprout right against the blue brick wall, and spent their first year forming a lopsided 

rosette wedged tight against it. As they bolted upward in their second spring, the limitation of the 

adjacent architecture became protection, and they survived to leaf out, build multiple stems, and 

flower profusely. Their blossoms opened wide at dusk, deep lemon yellow, beckoning to the 
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moths. Gradually they formed hundreds of green pods that have now dried, burst, and split, 

revealing thousands of seeds that have been feasted upon by birds, blown by the wind, and 

finally, grabbed at by eager human hands.  

Now, we pack our seed and soil mixture, alive with so many dormant possibilities, into 

small glass vials. Tucked in each vial along with the seeds and soil are small slips of paper with 

notes to the future the seeds might inhabit, our collective wonderings about what life might be 

like in a decade, three decades, a century, more…some messages are snarky and irreverent, 

others poignant, hopeful, expectant, apprehensive. We bury the vials deep in rocky, rubble-filled 

soil, and mark them with a heavy stone slab bearing a plaque: “Here lie sleeping seeds: to be 

unearthed in 2042.” As we do this work together, I hold a developing human seed-embryo in my 

body as well. I hope to return with my twenty-three-year-old child to meet these seeds again. 
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Figure 45: Mower-trimmed first-year evening primrose rosette growing in a lawn. Photo by the author.  

5.2. In Closing 

As the nearly 118,000 words I’ve employed thus far in this dissertation swim around in 

your body-mind, doing their work—I know they’ll be working on me all my days! —we’ll return 

to a few foundational concerns. The edges of decaying buildings, cracks in sidewalks and streets, 

bare patches in lawns—these are the habitats where CEA for plant-human solidarity searches for 

openings and ways forward, for gaps to fill and shore up as the tremors of our crumbling 

Holocene open fissures in our shared realities. These are also the habitats, settings, situations, 

and psychophysical realities many of us have been trained to overlook or actively avoid. From a 

phytocentric pedagogy perspective, they are rich with wisdom if we can reorient to learn from 
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them. Ideally the tools I’ve described—from policy plays to re-patterning exercises—when 

combined with the catalyzing insights of fields like feminist STS and land-based pedagogy, 

provide a variety of inroads through which to begin to see, interact with, and appreciate weedy 

plants, their habitats, and the many layers of trouble and friction that accompany them. They 

complement the many related practices and approaches chronicled in these pages, all of which 

contribute to and receive sustenance from a growing mesh of lifeways and strategies for 

rebuilding plant-human solidarity to resist extractive, commodification-based relationships to 

vegetal life. 

In the particular habitats I’ve become deeply enmeshed in—from the chemically 

maintained turf of RPI to the pastoral memorial spaces of Green-Wood Cemetery to the gap-

filling lawns of North Central Troy —change is on the way. It will take more than a critical 

ecosocial artwork and effectively delivered phytocentric pedagogy to churn up the friction and 

momentum needed to foment a paradigm shift towards more reciprocal plant-human 

relationships. That’s why I say these approaches are part of an emergent strategy, joining many 

streams eroding exclusionary human supremacy and flowing towards collective liberation. As 

the groundskeeping team at RPI prepares for the phasing out of the widely used herbicide 

glyphosate, which has already been banned in Europe, the managers at Green-Wood Cemetery 

work to adjust maintenance regimes to facilitate the emergence of urban grasslands from decades 

of heavily maintained turf. These institutional-level shifts are complemented and strengthened by 

work happening in a patchwork of urban, ruderal, and post-industrial patches of open earth, 

giving me the sense that the more eyes, hands, and hearts are out there forming affective ties 

with urban greenspace and the plants who dwell in them, the better off we’ll be. On-the-ground 

experience building reciprocal plant-human relationships can offer means of harm-reduction in 
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the present that lead towards naturalcultural change in the future. Here in Troy, just this Spring, 

with encouragement from folks at More Trees Coop, the city government has agreed to lay off 

mowing on a large, steep, highly visible slope right near downtown Troy. I’ve been involved in 

surveying the plant life that is emerging to hold the rapidly eroding earth in place, and it is 

inspiring. Up in North Central Troy, where the Sanctuary’s urban environmental campus is 

woven into a block-long stretch of the neighborhood, Lawn Lab’s intervention into the privately-

owned lawn that is embedded in the Sanctuary’s environmental campus recently led a neighbor 

to seek and receive permission from the property owner to add a fruit tree to the lawn. With that 

degree of permanence broached, there are further dreams brewing to rip out the remaining 

asphalt and add another tree, perhaps a hybrid chestnut. Thus, the lawn is gradually being 

irreversibly altered, and perhaps might even end up a permanent part of the environmental 

campus in the future.  

Even with these hopeful indicators, just as turf binds to and coats the soil in in ubiquitous 

lawn habitats, destructive, ecocidal values and the extractive relationships they dictate are deeply 

embedded in my day-to-day life. And like the ubiquitous lawns that fill my habitat, many of 

them are naturalized, neutralized, and nearly invisible from within as the aberrations they are. 

The forms of artistic practice I have shared here offer tools, strategies, encouragement, and 

sustenance for the hard work of making these values—and landscape maintenance regimes that 

respond to and reinforce them—visible. Once visible, at least for me, they become incongruous. 

As I persist in my re-centering of plant life, they stand out as wrong, even painful, so painful I 

have to participate in dismantling them.  

As I continue this work, I also experience and acknowledge the discomfort of facing how 

much of my day-to-day life does not further the seeding of Planthroposcenes. My world remains 
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upside down and backwards, I remain complicit, I will never be otherwise, and I can still do 

good work. Phytocentric pedagogy reminds me to rest with this friction, to re-charge, to leave 

space to attune to its heat and power. So, I will leave us—as we sit with the weight of all these 

words bearing down on us—with an invitation to pause one last time: to turn away from the 

screen, to set down the stack of papers, to settle onto the closest surface that seems comfortable 

for reclining or lying down. If you want to, set a timer for ten minutes. Then simply give yourself 

the gift of phytocentric reverie: replay in your body-mind whatever memories—sounds, textures, 

smells, colors, emotions—come to the surface when you consider the prompt “…and then the 

plant(s) overwhelmed my senses and I became we.” If this phrase doesn’t bring anything to the 

surface for you, I invite you to consider how you might make this memory in the future, in 

whatever way feels right to you. The Planthropos in you will radiate with gratitude and grow a 

little stronger. 

5.3. Coda: My Phytocentric Reverie 

Strengthening the muscle of phytocentric reverie towards dreaming plant-human futures 

otherwise is a practice I have cultivated across the writing of this dissertation. With these pages 

behind me, I can drift back across all the lawns I’ve interacted with in my four decades on this 

planet, both mourning my non-innocent attachments to them, and wishing upon them the 

opportunity to grow into more fertile futures. As I linger with the scent of cut grass, so sweet but 

tinged with my growing knowledge of their myriad shortcomings, I envision urban grasslands 

attentively tended by multispecies teams of humans, insect pollinators, avian seed dispersers, 

grazing creatures of all kinds—feral and domesticated—weaving a dense knot of productive care 

and labor flowing through city centers like green ribbons, with paths cut for human way-finding, 

lined by voluptuous waves of greenery standing well over six inches high much of the year. I 
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dream of a balance between careful tending and live-and-let-live, where plants express 

themselves across their lifecycles, rooting, growing, seeding, decaying, and humans respond in 

kind, trimming, harvesting, collecting, uprooting, planting—actively involved at times, at other 

times stepping back and relishing unbound vegetal life. Starting from the many-layered parking 

lot-cum-lawn in North Central Troy, whose eight Lawn Lab plots this season housed a range of 

weedy blooms alongside intentionally planted sunflowers and native perennials, I muse on what 

it might take for those plots to spread and reproduce with collective community consent and 

support, emerging from forlorn parking lots and dutifully shorn lawns and tree pits. How might 

we reach a state in which each and every human community member on the block feels drawn to 

and sustained by a lawn turned meadow? In a habitat where the narrative bends towards ruin and 

contamination, what does it take to rebuild love and trust between humans, plants, and the land? 

Among many routes, I see a path for the weedy plants who emerge from parking lots and lawns 

to lead us in realizing a bountiful corollary habitat to the built environment, a rich tapestry of 

vegetal life woven into every corner, nook, cranny, vacant lot, street verge…where so-called 

vacant land isn’t a liability or an inconvenience to be maintained, but rather a given: an expected, 

anticipated partner in urban life, where plant migrants and human migrants are welcome, where 

the gifts and resources of the lawn turned meadow are a fertile bed for recharging the 

Planthropos in the midst of the city, not just in a few special spots deemed “parks” or 

“greenspace” but rather everywhere, on every block, around every corner—a green, life-giving 

blanket that cleans and cools the air, builds soil, intercepts and holds flood waters, supports 

multispecies life, eases species loneliness, soothes the anxious human brain…even as my 

reveries draw me deep into the lush interstices of this phytocentric reverie, I know these dreams 

also require systemic change at the naturalcultural level. Individual humans and the communities 
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we are woven into need more time and less precarity; we need dependable social safety nets and 

an end to mass incarceration; we need justice-oriented remediation instead of inequitable 

contamination; we need a reevaluation and re-centering of care work: childcare, eldercare, self-

care, community-care, land-care…the list goes on. In the facets of these needs linked to plant-

human solidarity—they are all so intertwined—more folks need more security to engage in 

activities often consigned to the category of luxury (the bourgeois gardener) or work (the 

groundskeeper who clocks in and out), so that reciprocal plant-human relationships can be 

integrated into daily life, and the desperately needed repair and recovery of soil and water and 

vegetation can become a quotidian activity accessible and meaningful to all. While these dreams 

are perhaps aligned with conceptions of productive degrowth, wealth reallocation, the 

strengthening of bioregional economies, and equity-oriented remediation and restoration, they 

are dreams that have wound their way into my heart-soul-mind-body via my vegetal 

collaborators, who absorb and process the riches of the sun, turning them into wealth for all as 

they grow, fruit, senesce, and return to the soil. Weedy plants—springing from the rubble and 

embracing vulnerable bare earth—show us it’s ok to start this process now (already! yesterday!) 

in patches, and in fits and starts, working with what we’ve got, seeding Planthroposcenes 

imperfectly but with enthusiasm, trusting that as the land and the plants heal each other, we will 

heal with them, allowing today’s shortcomings to guide us in laying the groundwork for more 

productive and fertile meadows tomorrow.   
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A FALL 2020 LAWN LAB AUDIO TOUR: BREAKING 
THE (PHYTO)SOCIAL DISTANCE  

A.1  Context 

 

Figure 31: Signage advertising Lawn Lab’s Fall audio tour at NATURE Lab/The Sanctuary for Independent 
Media’s environmental education campus, Mohican Land, North Central Troy, Fall 2020. Photo by the 
author. 
 
This audio tour was offered in Fall 2020 at Lawn Lab’s installation at the Sanctuary for 
Independent Media’s environmental education campus in North Central Troy. It was designed to 
activate the installation after a long season of social and physical distancing, providing a 
fieldwork experience that guided participants in simple multisensorial plant-attunement exercises 
over a thirty-minute period. Interspersed among these activities were prompts, questions, and 
stories asking participants to consider how maintenance, care, and resistance play out in lawn 
ecosystems, both in a general sense, and in the particular habitat of North Central Troy. What 
was here before? What might be here in the future? How might humans—you, me, this 
community?—act in solidarity with our multispecies neighbors as we work towards a more 
equitable and just urban habitat?  
 
Developed as part of the Sanctuary’s growing urban environmental campus, the tour was offered 
to people who were able to be physically on the ground—actually touching the soil—at our 
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experimental lawn in North Central Troy. For those who didn’t live in the neighborhood or 
couldn’t make the trip to visit, I took video and audio documentation of my fieldwork practices, 
and integrated them with the audio tour, creating a hybrid audio-video essay that centers plant 
life and its connection to the soil. This meditative, vegetally-paced essay mirrors and expands on 
the thirty-minute experience of moving through multisensorial fieldwork on the lawn in North 
Central Troy, and is available here: https://nextepochseedlibrary.com/video-tour/ 

A.2  Transcript  

CHAPTER 1 
 
Hello! I’m Ellie. Welcome! You can begin this audio tour by taking a seat in the chair next to the 
black Lawn Lab kiosk at 3333 6th Avenue. Before I introduce the tour, let’s take a moment to 
settle in. Place your feet flat on the ground, and let your hands relax in your lap. Take a few deep 
breaths.  
 
Breaking the Phyto(Social) Distance is a multisensorial fieldwork experience for the fall season 
of the Lawn Re-Disturbance Laboratory, aka Lawn Lab. Lawn Lab is a public art and science 
experiment in its third season. Through this project, I’m exploring how lawn ecosystems, green 
space, and biodiversity have a role to play in healthy, just urban environments for both human 
and nonhuman beings. Before we go further, let’s acknowledge that it’s been a trying year for all 
of us. Let’s take another few deep breaths. If you need to, stretch your arms, or roll your 
shoulders. 
 
We’re here in the neighborhood of North Central Troy. The community around us, like many 
poor, predominantly Black and brown communities throughout the US, has been 
disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. In a time that has seen the expansion of 
movements for racial and social justice, this community has experienced multiple instances of 
police brutality and gun violence. Ongoing legacies of environmental injustice in North Central 
are connected to these issues. Today, I invite you to slow down and engage with our plant 
neighbors, who are key collaborators in building more equitable urban environments. 
 
This tour is part of NATURE Lab’s environmental education campus, a growing network of 
green spaces right here on this block. I’m an artist in residence here. Along with the garden 
behind you, the campus will soon include a community science center with programming to 
further health, social, racial, and environmental justice  
 
Thank you so much for joining the tour today! From here, I’ll use my voice to guide you through 
a series of simple activities on the lawn in front of you. There will be some long stretches of 
silence to give you a chance to complete these activities. If you need more time, you can always 
pause the recording, then begin it again when you’re ready. 
 
With all this in mind, let’s begin our fieldwork by standing up! When you’re on your feet, return 
to the sidewalk in front of the lawn.  
 
Are you standing on the sidewalk? Great. Let’s begin. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
Here we are on a busy sidewalk. A place for moving through. Cars rush by just meters from 
where you stand. If you haven’t already, turn your back to street, and face the lawn with the 
yellow pyramids. I often feel a little tense when I stop on the sidewalk. Is there tension in your 
body too? Ask yourself where it sits, for a moment. Where does the rush of this moment, this 
day, of this year, this life, come to rest in your body? Now take a deep breath, and step off the 
sidewalk and onto the lawn. Keep stepping. Step. Step. Step. Step. Step. Step. Step. Step. Pause. 
And breathe again. Now we’ve created a buffer between ourselves and the sidewalk. Let’s settle 
here for a few deep breaths. I find that this living surface supports my body differently than the 
sidewalk. Can you feel that? Shift your weight, maybe flex your knees, or lean from one side to 
another, making contact.  
 
While stepping into the lawn creates a physical buffer, the sounds of the city around you will be 
present throughout your fieldwork today. What do you hear right now? Take a moment to open 
your ears and listen. The same sound waves that are reaching your ears—car motors, sirens, 
construction equipment, maybe birdsong, or the wind—are also washing over, around, and 
through those beings living here in this lawn. I recently learned that some birds and insects sing 
more loudly when there is competition from other sounds. How do you respond? When I do 
fieldwork here, I try to balance and re-balance my senses. I want to acknowledge and accept 
loud, startling, or distracting sounds, then let them drift away. When a sound makes me flinch, I 
try to pause, take a deep breath, and engage my other senses. Let’s try that now. Try squeezing 
your hands into fists. Tighten them. Tighter! And now release them, to engage touch. Now close 
your eyes and slowly, sloooowly, open them to reset your vision. Gently shrug your shoulders 
and jiggle your knees to engage your body. 
 
Now turn your attention to where your eyes are resting. What are you looking at? Move your 
gaze to the top of the chain link fence at the back of the lawn, the let your focus soften. Let your 
eyelids droop a bit, so the fence, the wooden garages, the pavement, the trees, blur a bit and melt 
away. It comforts me to know that beyond them, just a quarter mile as the crow flies, lies the 
shore of the Hudson River. Sense its waters rippling in the distance. Five Hundred years ago, 
before this land was known as Troy, before it was colonized by European people, developed, 
industrialized, paved, it was the land of Mohican people, who knew this river as the 
Mahicantuck, the river that flows both ways. No doubt it has had and will have other names. 
When I work on this site, I like to keep in mind the pasts that are layered on this land, and the 
futures that are coming to them. 
 
With this in mind, let’s go a few steps further into the lawn. Step, Step, Step, Step. Pause, and 
squat or lean down to get a bit closer to the lawn’s surface. Let the individual blades of grass 
come into focus. What patterns, shapes, forms, and colors emerge as you look? Pause here for 
several breaths and attune to the lawn’s surface. Then rise gradually, and turn your face to the 
sky above. Sense the presence of the sun—is it bright or obscured, warm or weak? Take a few 
breaths here, inhaling the sky into your lungs. Now return your gaze to the landscape in front of 
you.  
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In these times of physical distance from fellow humans, being in intimate contact with plants has 
helped sustain me. Today, as the oncoming winter brings the growing season to an end, I hope to 
share a bit of that sustenance with you. From your position here in the lawn, let’s rotate slowly in 
a circle—either direction is fine. Let your gaze drift across the landscape, passing across the 
various plants and trees that come into view. Keep spinning slowly as I talk. At this time of year, 
most vegetal beings are moving towards dormancy or death. Plants who live for one growing 
season—known as annuals—may already have done their most vital work, pushing their energy 
into seeds for the next generation. If they are allowed to, over the winter these annual plants will 
decompose and enrich the soil. Plants who live for multiple years—or even decades or 
centuries!—may be in the process of pulling their nutrients and energy underground, into their 
root system, to weather the coming winter. Each time I’ve come here this fall, there have been 
more leaves on the lawn. I hope they can decay here and return to the soil. I know some will end 
up in garbage bags, headed for local landfills. If you’re still spinning, stop yourself gently, and 
look down at the leaves at your feet. What systems, structures, and habits would have to change 
for leaves to return to the soil in the place they fall? Take a few breaths here to re-orient yourself. 
If you need to, turn to face the into the lawn again, so your back is to the street. 
 
Now we’ll take a long, slow, walk to the far end of the lawn. I like to walk along the brick wall 
with the light green paint. The ground here is cooler and softer. Move to your left to follow this 
path. Step, step, step, step, step, step… 
 
…Now pause for a moment, and look around you again, scanning the horizon. We live in a 
world where a lot of land is privately owned. The owner of the building to your left also owns 
the land below your feet. So far they have not chosen to develop or fence it. For now, it functions 
as a kind of shared urban green space. Some neighbors walk dogs here, or use it as a short cut 
between the alley and the street. Others pick grapes from the vines along the fence. I saw 
someone sunbathing once. In amongst these activities, in this quasi-public space, my Lawn Lab 
project finds a home. Let’s continue towards the far end of the lawn. Step, step, step, step. 
You’re on your way. 
 
As you move, let your focus shift between the surface that supports you, and the wider landscape 
around you. Lawns are a widespread habitat type in contemporary America. They come in many 
forms. This one is a casual, circumstantial lawn—a default approach to the maintenance of open 
land. Like many open spaces in North Central Troy, this land was once beneath a building. As 
you can see and feel, it was also at least partially paved with asphalt. There is still asphalt a few 
inches under the lawn in many places. Head towards the patch of exposed asphalt at far end of 
the lawn, against the fence. 
 
If you’ve reached the fence, turn around to face the lawn and the street. Squat down in you can, 
and rest a palm or knee on the asphalt. From here you can see how the asphalt slips under the 
lawn, crumbling away, as plants build soil on top of it. But even with this productive decay, 
human maintenance is still in place here. Every week throughout the growing season, a human 
with a lawn mower (sometimes me!) trims the plants covering this land, creating this closely 
shorn surface, the default landscape pattern we recognize as “lawn.” Come back to standing, 
slowly, and let’s take a few breaths here in recognition of the labor of both plants and humans in 
co-creating this landscape.  
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From here, we’ll shift our focus to the series of six metal pyramids that mark interruptions in this 
lawn. These interruptions have been in place since May of this year. Each marks a plot of land 
that has been treated differently, affording other kinds of growth over the past six months. To 
explore them, we’ll take another long, slow walk back to the front of the lawn, but this time we’ll 
walk between the pyramids. Step, step, step, step…keep your senses open. As you pass by each 
pyramid, let your eyes travel inside and around the pyramid structure, surveying the life 
entangled there. Try to note where your interest and attention is drawn. Pause here and there if 
you need to. 
 
When you’ve passed between the pyramids, turn around to face them again. Take another pause, 
and a few deep breaths, to replay and assess the walk you just took. Which pyramid plot drew 
your attention? Which might you like to investigate further? Now go the pyramid habitat that 
most draws your attention. Walk around it in a circle, and choose one of the four sides to observe 
from.  
 
Sit down, taking a moment to find a position to sit that is comfortable. If standing or kneeling is 
better for you, that’s fine. Get as close to the edge of the pyramid as you can without getting 
inside it. You might touch a knee or leg to the pyramids edge. Are you close enough? Scoot a 
little closer! If you’re settled, it’s time to root in place, giving yourself the gift of silence and 
stillness. This is part of my fieldwork ritual. As often as possible, when I visit these plots, I give 
myself five minutes sink my focus fully into the landscape, letting the rest of the world fall away.  
 
Open your senses to movement, layers, textures, tones, and the way plants, animals, soil, and 
atmosphere are entangled. Remove an earbud if you’d like. Try to stay motionless as possible, 
letting the plot come to life through your stillness. We’ll come back together when five minutes 
has passed… 
 
…You’ve been engaged here for five minutes now. Over the next few minutes, I want to ask you 
to narrow your focus further, allowing a single plant to gather all your attention. Take a moment 
to find that plant—allow your gaze to settle on them. the light that feeds them, as they 
photosynthesize, also bounces off their plant body and reflects into your retina, allowing you to 
see them. Trace their body with your eyes, registering the way sunlight connects the two of you. 
As you look, notice where they touch other plants, and where they enter the soil. If you need too, 
lean forward or move around as you investigate. If you haven’t yet, reach out to the plant and 
make contact with them. What does it feel like to touch one and other? Go ahead- allow their 
leaves to brush your fingers or your cheek. How do you effect each other’s movement and 
posture? If you can, take a finger, thumb, or other body part, and make contact the ground near 
the spot where the plant disappears into the soil—yes, touch the soil, and hold here for a 
moment. Consider that the plant you’ve engaged with is only partially visible to you. Much of 
their life takes place underground. Both above and below ground, their body is segmented into 
repeating structures—nodes, branches, nodes—echoing each other—with intelligence, agency, 
sensorial capacity, the ability to breath and make food, are spread throughout their tissues. 
Acknowledge and appreciate the radical difference between your human body and their plant 
body. If you’re comfortable doing so, gradually close your eyes, and spend the next thirty 
seconds breathing together and sensing the light of the sun. 
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Now it’s time to pull back from this microcosm. Open your eyes and gradually pull away from 
the plant with whom you’ve interacted. Roll your shoulders, rotate your head to look into the 
distance in either direction. PAUSE. Thank yourself for this time, and the plant for sharing it 
with you. 
 
CHAPTER 3 
 
Now I would love it if you would take a moment to record your experience today. First, take a 
portrait of you and the plant together. How you do this is up to you, but one suggestion is to 
place your hand or other body part next to, behind, or intertwined with the plant. Take a photo 
that shows both your bodies in detail. Next, take a photograph of the plant’s habitat that shows 
them in situ, with the whole pyramid visible. I’d love to know which plot you engaged with. 
When your photos are ready, take a moment to email or text them to me before you leave the 
lawn. There is a link to email me at lawnlab.org. If you would like to receive a Lawn Lab plant 
report in the mail, please send me your mailing address as well. If you have any questions or 
comments, send those along too! 
 
Finally, if you’d like more information about the project and the plot you spent time with today, 
take a look at the brochures in the black and yellow kiosk by the Lawn Lab sign at the front of 
the lawn.  
 
Thank you for your participation today, and I hope we both find many more opportunities to 
break the (phyto)social distance.  
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APPENDIX C LAWN LAB GUIDE FOR PLOTS AT SETON HALL 
UNIVERSITY, 2019  
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APPENDIX D IRB 1906 APPROVED PROTOCOL 030516 

Protocol Title: Exploring Connections between Ecosocial Art and Related Disciplines 
Principal Investigator: Ellen Irons, PhD Student in Electronic Arts       
 
Objective: The objective of this study is to explore how scholars and researchers in fields that 
have influenced my approach to environmental art understand and evaluate the work of 
environmental artists. I will use my own practice as an entry point to a series of guided 
conversations on this topic.  
 
Environmental art is art that engages environmental and ecological themes and processes. I 
practice a specific kind of environmental art that can be described as “ecosocial art” because it 
involves techniques drawn from ecology fieldwork and incorporates social engagement in the 
form of workshops and classes. I work in particular with wild plant species that live in close 
association with humans, also known as weeds.  
 
I will interview scholars and researchers who work in fields that have influenced the way I 
practice ecosocial art, including urban ecology, environmental education, environmental health, 
and conservation biology. The interviews will begin (when possible for the interviewee) with a 
ten to twenty minute plant identification walk held either in person or virtually. This will allow 
the interviewee to introduce me to their local habitat and vice versa. The conversations that 
follow will be exchange-based in that I will begin by asking my interviewees to explain key 
aspects of their work in terms accessible to a cross-disciplinary audience. I will then explain, in 
similarly accessible terms, how their research has informed my arts-based dissertation work, 
including Lawn Lab. We will then explore and reflect on their research resonates with my project 
and the overall aims of this kind of artistic practice, and vice versa. As each interview 
progresses, I will work with the interviewee to determine what approaches to explaining and 
discussing our respective fields and practices are most legible and helpful, as well as what shared 
aims, overlaps or areas of contention are most resonant and ripe for future exchange. This 
interview-based research will provide an important outside perspective to complement the other 
methods I am using in my dissertation research, which include art historical research and an 
autoethnographic approach to my own practice. 
 
Method: After an optional (virtual or in person) plant identification walk of up to twenty 
minutes, I will conduct voluntary 30-45 minute conversational interviews with invited scholars 
and researchers. A conversational interview consists of a set of guiding questions upon which we 
will expand throughout the course of the conversation. Conversations will be held in person or 
via video chat, and will be audio-recorded. If an interviewee prefers to participate in a written 
form, via email, I will make accommodations for this, but spoken interviews will be prioritized. 
Any invited interviewee may choose to decline to be interviewed at any point in the process, or 
decline to answer a specific question at no risk. Interviewees may also choose to remain 
anonymous should they prefer. 
 
Effects on Subjects: I anticipate interviewees will find the conversations enjoyable and 
enriching as we will be discussing the impact of their work, my interest in that work, and how 



458 

the ideas and concepts that enliven that work can travel across disciplinary boundaries. The 
interviews should serve as an insightful learning experience for both parties. 
  
Measures to Minimize Risk: 
● No participants from a vulnerable population will be interviewed. 
● I will provide a consent form for interviews and audio recording of interviews. 
● Conversations will be limited to professional topics regarding already published scholar-ship 
and research. Interviewees will not be asked about personal or sensitive topics. 
● I will verify quotations and contextual use of interview material with interviewees before 
publication or public presentation of interview materials. Interviewees will have the option to 
remove any content they do not want to have published or presented publicly. 
● My conversational interviewing methods are comparable to those used in non-academic 
research settings, as in for media and journalism purposes. 
  
Likelihood of Harm: 
No harm to participants is anticipated beyond that typically experienced in day-to-day life.  
 
Documentation of Risks: 
All documentation of interviews will be stored in a password-protected folder on a password-
protected laptop, and will be backed up to a password-protected hard drive stored in a locked 
office. 
  
Benefits to Participants: 
Participants may gain a deeper understanding of the linkages to and collaborative potential be-
tween their respective disciplines and ecosocial art. They may find that the invitation to explore 
their work in the context of an arts-based practice provides an unusual perspective on their re-
search, which may be insightful.  
 
Alternate Method Not Using Human Subjects: N/A 
 
Qualifications of Researcher: MFA in Painting and Drawing, Hunter College, CUNY (2009), 
BA in Studio Art, Environmental Science minor, Scripps College (2003). Irons also has 6+ years 
of college level teaching experience in visual art, including environmental art and multimedia, 
and 6+ years of experience as a teaching artist in museum and school settings. She has been a 
practicing artist for ten years and has exhibited widely, both as a solo artist and as a member of 
collaborative projects including the Next Epoch Seed Library and the Environmental 
Performance Agency. Her work has been written about in publications ranging from Art in 
America to the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. Her recent writing has 
appeared in Drain Magazine, the Brooklyn Rail, Inhabiting the Anthropocene, and Landscape 
Architecture Futures. 
 
Recruiting of Subjects:   
I will recruit a specific, limited pool of interviewees by contacting them through email with an 
invitation to participate. These will be carefully researched invitations to scholars and 
researchers with whose work I am familiar and who I feel will find the conversational interview 
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format mutually beneficial. I will offer a clear explanation of my dissertation research and 
provide a consent form. 
 
Confidentiality:  
I do not anticipate any private or sensitive material will be included in these interviews, but 
should an interviewee prefer to remain anonymous I will meet this request and will not use their 
name or provide any identifying characteristics in presentations or publications. 
Text of guided interview questions on the next page of this document. 
Consent Form for subjects 18 and over as is attached as a separate document. 


