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The ordinary man, who lives with men, and sees Nature only in as far as she has refer-
ence to himself, is seldom aware of this problematic and uncanny relationship. He sees
the surface of things, which he and his like have created through the centuries, and likes
to believe that the whole earth is concerned with him because a field can be cultivated,
a forest thinned, a river made navigable. His eye focused almost entirely on men, sees
Nature also, but incidentally, as something obvious and actual that must be exploited as
much as possible.

Children see Nature differently; solitary children in particular, who grow up amongst
adults, foregather with her by a kind of like-mindedness and life within her, like the
smaller animals, entirely at one with the happenings of forest and sky and in innocent,
obvious harmony with them. But just because of this, there comes later for youth and
maiden that lonely period filled with deep, trembling melancholy, when they feel unut-
terably forlorn, just at the time of their physical maturing; when they feel that the things
and events in Nature have no longer and their fellow men have not yet, any sympathy
for them. Spring comes, even when they are sad, the roses bloom, and the nights are full
of nightingales, even though they would like to die.... And, on the other hand, they see
people, equally strange to them and unconcerned, with their business, their cares, their
successes and joys, and they do not understand it. And finally, some of them make up
their minds and join these people in order to share their work and their fate, to be use-
ful, to be helpful ... whilst the others, unwilling to leave the Nature they have lost, go
in pursuit of her and try now, consciously and by the use of their concentrated will, to
come as near to her again as they were in their childhood without knowing it. It will be
understood that the latter are artists: poets or painters, composers or architects, funda-
mentally lonely spirits who, in turning to Nature, put the eternal above the transitory ...
and who, since they cannot persuade Nature to concern herself with them, see their task
to be the understanding of Nature, so that they may take their place somewhere in her
great design. And the whole of humanity comes nearer to Nature in these isolated and
lonely ones. It is not the least and is, perhaps, the peculiar value of art, that it is the me-
dium in which man and landscape, form and world, meet and find one another.

Rainer Maria Rilke (1902/1965)
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Abstract

In today’s technological world, human intertwinement with the rest of nature has
been severely diminished. In our digital culture, many people hardly have any direct
experience of and sense of connection with “the real” of the natural world. The author
assumes that when we want to find ways to mend this gap, arts-based environmental
education (AEE) can play a meaningful role. In AEE, artmaking is regarded as itself a
way of potentially gaining new understandings about our natural environment.

As a reflective practitioner, the author facilitated three different AEE activities, at
several times and at diverse locations. On basis of his observations, memories, writ-
ten notes, audio-visual recordings and interviews with participants, teachers and in-
formed outsiders, he interpreted the experiences both of participants and himself. To
this end he employed interpretative phenomenological analysis paired with autoeth-
nography.

The artmaking activities researched here aimed to bring about a shift in focus.
Participants were encouraged to approach natural phenomena not head-on, but in an
indirect way. Moreover, the artmaking process aspired to heighten their awareness to
the presence of their embodied self at a certain place. The research questions that the
author poses in this study are: (1) What is distinctive in the process of the AEE activi-
ties that I facilitate?; (2) Which specific competencies can be identified for a facilita-
tor of AEE activities?; and (3) Does participating in the AEE activities that I facilitate
enhance the ability of participants to have a direct experience of feeling connected to
the natural world?

In this explorative study, the author identifies facilitated estrangement through
participating in AEE as an important catalyst when aiming to evoke such instances of
transformative learning. In undergoing such moments, participants grope their way
in a new liminal space. Artmaking can create favorable conditions for this to hap-
pen through its defamiliarizing effect which takes participants away from merely act-
ing according to habit (on “autopilot”). The open-ended structure of the artmaking
activities contributed to the creation of a learning arena in which emergent proper-
ties could become manifest. Thus, participants could potentially experience a sense
of wonder and begin to acquire new understandings — a form of knowing that the
author calls “rudimentary cognition” The research further suggests that a facilitator
should be able to bear witness to and hold the space for whatever enfolds in this en-
counter with artistic process in AEE. He or she must walk the tightrope between con-
trol and non-interfering.

The analysis of the impacts of the AEE activities that were facilitated leads the
author to conclude that it is doubtful whether these in and of themselves caused par-
ticipants to experience the natural environment in demonstrable new and deep ways.
He asserts that most of their awareness was focused on the internal level of their own
embodied presence; engagement with place, the location where the AEE activity was
performed, seemed secondary. The findings show that AEE activities first and fore-
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most help bring about the ignition and augmentation of the participants’ fascination
and curjosity, centered in an increased awareness of their own body and its interac-
tions with the natural world.

The present study can be seen as a contribution to efforts of envisaging innovative
forms of sustainable education that challenge the way we have distanced ourselves
from the more-than-human world.
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Preface

Can learners connect to nature in new ways through the practice of artmaking?
This thesis is the result of a comprehensive exploration of this overarching theme.
Commonly, in environmental education and education for sustainable development
— at least to the extent that I am familiar with them - those elements that could be
regarded as being arts-inspired are likely to be treated as “merely” forms of play.
Typically, the artmaking element, when and if practiced, is employed to loosen up the
participants, after which more serious elements of learning can then follow - that is
to say, those that actually seem to matter. Most environmental educators that I have
worked with seem less inclined to practice forms of education which are more open-
ended, participatory and constructivist in orientation.

If this generalization of the state of affairs is accurate, then one can question what
the impact of such teaching is on learners. Does it really reach them in their hearts
and minds? Do participants acquire new knowledge and understandings? And in
cases they do come to a more apt comprehension of ecological relationships, does
this then also lead to a change of attitude, and concomitantly, a change of behavior,
as is often assumed, or at least hoped for, by environmental educators? I am skeptical
of this taken-for-granted three stages model (acquisition of knowledge > change of
attitude > change of behavior) as a conduit to education for sustainability. Partly this
doubt is based on a mistrust of the assumed cause and effect relationship between
learning and acting (cf. Griin, 1996; Russell, 1999; Sobel, 2008). In my view, our ac-
tions in the world are steered by a complex mix of factors, and of many of these we
are unconscious. But the skepticism is based even more on a diagnosis of the situa-
tion in our postmodern — or even post-normal - era,' with its predominance of the
virtual world and technology-mediated experience. Educators report that the atten-
tion span of today’s students is extremely short. Fast-paced imagery and constantly
refreshed information on our video and computer screens - in film, in games, in mu-
sic clips, in text messages — seem to make the “real” world in comparison hopelessly
slow (Mander, 1986). The prevailing educational approaches seem to lag behind the
developments and are wholly inadequate to connect to a generation that is accus-
tomed, if not addicted, to receiving continuously updated electronic and virtual com-
munication (cf. Davidson & Goldberg, 2009; Wals, 2010). New research suggests that
teenagers’ brains are being digitally “re-wired” We seem less able to focus and deeply
analyze materials. Some scholars maintain that the Internet is changing our brains,
impacting the way we memorize, process information and think in general. (Bowers,
2000; Carr, 2010; Mitchell, 2010; Zimbardo, 2010).

1 For Arjen Wals and Peter Blaze Corcocan, the implication of our current “unsustainability crisis” is
that we live in “post-normal times” (the term is from Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993), in which “conven-
tional routines and systems no longer seem to work effectively” (2012, p. 27).
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There are environmental educators who apparently adhere to the maxim that “if
you cannot beat them, join them” and suggest that nature guides should devise and
actively promote video games or organize viewings of the most spectacular and high-
pace nature documentaries to offer a viable alternative to all the other seductive ma-
terial that the virtual world is offering them.> But in my view attempts such as these
are doomed to fail as it is most likely that subsequent encounters with “non-virtual”
nature will inevitably be perceived as dull and unexciting. It has been my own expe-
rience that only if one takes the time to be in an attentive state without distractions
(e.g. by sitting on a tree trunk in the forest in silence for a certain length of time), that
one’s sensitivity may start to get in sync with other creatures. It is as if these first need
to get used to your presence before they cautiously start to allow themselves to be
seen or heard. Also, the slow extension of the state of being in the presence of silence
seems to expand my awareness to what is happening around me. To dwell in such re-
ceptivity takes effort and time, and is at odds with most people’s usual mode of being
in suburban and urban areas, with their traffic, noises, screens, etc. which require an
almost continual alertness to new trunks of information that come our way.

One of the challenges for educators in today’s world, in my view, is to be able to
oscillate between a desire not to expropriate the experiences of learners, and at the
same time to find a frame of reference that is radically different from the status quo
in education and the (virtual) realities that we are so often immersed in. If there is
indeed a need for change, it may be not the best course to start out from the situation
that defines and maintains the state of affairs as it is. As Einstein once said, we cannot
solve our problems with the same mindset that created them. Or, to put it differently,
if we use the old mindset, we will be doing new things in old ways.

These considerations fueled my interest to see what happens if one were to take
a radically different approach to environmental education, turning prevailing prac-
tices, as it were, “upside down.” This could for example mean that instead of starting
pursuits in environmental education from a science-informed angle, grounded in bi-
ology and physics, one could also set out to see what occurs if one facilitates a learn-
ing process in and about nature that starts from an open-ended, arts-based approach.
Further, one might also ask, what happens, if one regards artistic practice not as an
aide to learning, but as constituting in itself a form of coming to an understanding of
the world? This research project, then, can be understood as an effort to explore in
what way learners can connect to the natural environment through practicing art.

In the course of my research I became more and more convinced that education is
not a neutral “black box” It does not suffice to see it as merely a means towards reach-
ing a higher goal like creating a more sustainable earth; such a pursuit, in our present
society, fails to underscore that our current education is itself part of the problem - not
external to it. When I cursorily overview some of the current practices in the modern

2 A casein point is the app Ranger Rick’s Tree House (“designed exclusively for the iPad), which is re-
viewed by Mary Burnette (2012) on the website of America’s National Wildlife Federation.
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world, my impression is that in most schools, logocentric approaches to science educa-
tion predominate; in many prevailing pedagogical orientations, learners are expected
to learn a curriculum taken from a pre-established body of knowledge. Dahlin, @ster-
gaard and Hugo (2009) speak of “cognitionism” as the one-sided emphasis on abstract
models and purely conceptual cognition in much of today’s science education.

An alternative to this approach may perhaps be found in an arts-inspired or arts-
based “re-invention” of environmental education. Such an orientation may challenge
the “top-down” view of the passing over of information from teacher (or guide) to stu-
dent, and allows for a radical open-endedness in the educational process. A form of
artmaking which specifically aims to facilitate such (re)connection to the natural world
has been conceptualized as “arts-based environmental education” (Mantere, 1995a; van
Boeckel, 2006; 2009). One of its characteristics is that it encourages participants to de-
velop a receptive attitude to and engage in new ways with the nonhuman environment.
Learners are encouraged to approach the earth afresh through art, e.g. by looking at a
plant, animal or landscape as if we see them for the first time in our lives. In this, the
participant is encouraged to immerse herself in nature, which could entail seeking the
kind of empathic regard or sense of wonder that radical environmental philosophers
have sponsored (e.g. Naess, 1976/1989; Matthews, 1991; Abram, 1996a).

One of the epistemological foundations that could inform such an alternative ap-
proach is the Deweyan view that in any learning activity, it is important to first estab-
lish a direct felt contact between the learner and the items of his or her learning - in
short, to facilitate “first hand” experiences. Dewey (1910) succinctly summarizes his
view as follows: “Only by wrestling with the conditions of the problem at hand, seek-
ing and finding his own solution (not in isolation but in correspondence with the
teacher and other pupils) does one learn” (p. 188). It seems imperative that the learner
is somehow able to keep at a distance (or at least suspend for some time) commonly
held expectations and anticipations of ways in which the world is to be understood.
In an educational setting, it may mean that a facilitator develops and cultivates an
ability to foster an attentive openness among the learners, which allows participants
to feel safe and at ease when moving about in uncharted terrain. I would argue that
this state is one of the fundamental characteristics of an artistic process, and of an
artist’s way of knowing.

Though Dewey and many pedagogues have maintained that one learns in a deep-
er way about our natural environment when such learning is based in direct sensory
experience, such encounters are exceedingly rare in our modern era (Louv, 2005;
Sobel, 2008). My suggestion here is that if we want to find ways to reconnect hu-
mans — and especially children - to nature, arts-based activities can play an impor-
tant role in this. The overall question that guides this dissertation is: what happens
when participants in so-called arts-based environmental education try to connect
to nature through art? In the modern Western world, this interface of art education
and environmental education has not been developed far and reflections on its mer-
its have only just begun. Part of the reason for this is the paradigmatic straightjacket
that each respective field has put on its practitioners and on scholars of the pedago-
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gies that are implemented. In this, “the art of looking sideways” (Fletcher, 2001) has
not been particularly encouraged thus far.

The collected bits and pieces in this dissertation come from all kinds of places:
sometimes from far away, sometimes from a distance in time. Adhering to its auto-
ethnographic nature, I have also deliberately included parts of my personal biogra-
phy. I have attempted to weave these composite materials together into a new unity,
somewhat like the assembled twigs and feathers and mosses in a bird’s nest. As Tim
Ingold keenly remarked, there is no relationship between these things to start off
with. What the bird has done, as a go-between amongst all these, is to bring them
together, “letting them, so-to-speak, sympathize with one another so that that form
emerges” (T. Ingold, personal communication, September 24, 2012). Another term
that has been employed to refer to such a myriad, heterogeneous, bricolage-like
structure is that of a rhizome (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980/2004), which, in contrast to
the metaphor of a hierarchical tree of knowledge, has no beginning or end, but “is
always in the middle, between things, interbeing” (p. 27). I present and interpret my
data with multiple (and non-hierarchic) entry and exit points; it is the internal rela-
tionships that are important and any one piece of text can be connected to other parts
of this dissertation in more than one way.

Sometimes I provide quotations from uncommon sources such as from novels,
poems, bits of interviews in documentary films, articles in newspapers, attended lec-
tures, or from personal communications with my interlocutors. Such a presentation
may easily be taken as an indication of laziness or as expressive of a researcher be-
ing caught in the so-called fallen-bookcase-syndrome, whereby an avalanche of sec-
ond hand quotations is cast at the reader to mask a lack of on€e’s own contributions
and research results. Appreciating it as such, however, would be missing the point, I
would argue, of why this diversity of sources is brought together in this way. For part
of my reason for opting for such an approach is because I believe that in some of the
more direct utterings of artists and authors - e.g. in the condensed rendering of their
reflections which are not yet processed, sealed and guarded - their views often can
unfold in a more primary way. Their thoughts can attain a conciseness or pointed-
ness which may lack in more distanced scholarly presentations by the same person
concerned. I have found that they allow me to get a better grasp of what triggers and
motivates people at the level of the undercurrents to their orientation (of which they
themselves may be only partly conscious).

Together, these expressions, coupled with my observations of which I have kept
track in my research journal, constitute my personal “storied knowledge” - that is,
my own idiosyncratic meaning-making of the diversity of insights contained in the
stories I had the privilege of attending to. It is a mosaic of the things that struck me as
meaningful, that stood out and I have noted or remembered as I went along in my ex-
plorations. I now nonlinearly bring these to bear, groping my way forward in finding
a form that does justice to the ideas presented in this thesis.

This thesis has the following structure. In Part I, I try to elucidate key elements
of the historical process that gave rise to our current disconnection from nature. I
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examine ways in which art education and the study of nature were brought together
historically and introduce the contemporary field of arts-based environmental
education. In Part II, I present my research questions and the methodology used in
seeking answers to these. Part III comprises my empirical data, which are analyzed
and interpreted in Part IV. In the final part, Part V, I move to a more theoretical and
speculative level of reflection, whereby I try to provide hints of a possibly emerging
AEE pedagogy.






PART I



1. The last still to have
known such things

This thesis brings together art and environmental education. Its meaning is at the in-
terface of these, or, as the title suggests, at the heart of art and earth. It looks specifi-
cally at the practice of arts-based environmental education, and it assumes that this
approach has meaning in our current era. The obvious question is why this bringing
together and possible bridging of perspectives and approaches would be desirable.
In order to underpin the relevance of this undertaking, I start by sketching what I
take to be one of the most pressing ecological issues we face today: the problem of
the growing disconnection between humans and nature, and I situate this theme in a
wider cultural and historical context. The lack of nature in the lives of today’s wired
generation confronts us with the critical challenge to find ways to heal the broken
bond with the natural world. The wider framework in which I discuss this “nature
gap’ is an examination of how “the real,” and then most specifically the real of our
natural environment, has become objectified and “robbed of its aura” A key trans-
formative turn was what has been called the process of disenchantment of the world.
Gradually, nature has moved to the periphery of our consciousness and seems to have
become both irrelevant and unattainable in much of the prevailing modern and post-
modern discourse.

1.1 The sustainability crisis

If Your Kids Are Awake, Theyre Probably Online. With that title, an alarming report
appeared in the New York Times in January 2010. According to a study of the Kaiser
Family, average young Americans now spend practically every waking minute - except
for the time in school - using a smart phone, computer, television or other electronic
device. Moreover, kids between 8 and 18 spend 7,5 hours a day with such devices, and
that doesn’t count the 1,5 hours that youth spend texting and 0,5 hour they talk on their



THE LAST STILL TO HAVE KNOWN SUCH THINGS | 29

cell phones (Lewin, 2010). The last few years have seen a surge of articles and books
on the lack of connection between children and nature. In this, Richard Louv’s (2005)
bestselling Last Child in the Woods has been instrumental. Its subtitle, “Saving our
children from nature-deficit disorder;” has introduced a new affliction into the world.
Though not an existing medical diagnosis, as the author himself underlines,? the term
has entered the public debate on health and children. In December 2012, I googled
the exact phrase “nature-deficit disorder” and came up with about 220.000 hits. To
Louv, nature-deficit disorder describes the human costs of alienation from nature,
and he mentions the following effects: diminished use of the senses, attention diffi-
culties, and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses.

Play Again, a documentary film directed by Tonje Schei (2010), thematizes the
huge cultural shift we are undergoing, of children spending more time in the virtual
world than the natural world. As the flyer of the film suggests, “One generation from
now most people in the U.S. will have spent more time in the virtual world than in
nature” The film investigates what we are missing when we are behind screens, and
how this will impact our children, our society, and eventually, our planet. Play Again
bombards the viewer with disturbing statistics. We learn that children in the United
States spend ninety percent of their time indoors. Of a whole year, teens spend five
months in front of screens. In one week, children spend 3.5 minutes in meaningful
conversation with their parents and 1,680 minutes watching television.

In densely populated countries like the Netherlands, the situation is particularly
alarming: a study carried out in 2005 found that only 17 percent of the children be-
tween 8 and 18 years respond that they like to be in nature. Many have never even
been inside a nature reserve (YoungMentality, 2005). One would perhaps assume
that the situation is different in countries were there is still abundance of nature left.
However, the nature gap seems to be present there as well. Riitta Heikkinen (2002),
for example, reports on a survey among schoolchildren in Finland which found that
they are unable to identify even the most common tree species. Alarmed by this
finding, the educational authorities have launched extensive campaigns to re-estab-
lish the lost link between the Finnish people and their forests.

Researchers Patricia Zaradic and Oliver Pergams (2007) have studied the trend
away from interactions with nature and the concurrent rise in the use of electronic
entertainment media. To them, this trend represents evidence of a fundamental
shift from biophilia, which they define as “the innate tendency to focus on life and
lifelike processes,” to videophilia. Videophilia is their term for the new human ten-
dency to focus on sedentary activities involving electronic media. Confirming the
disturbing statistics presented in Play Again, Zaradic and Pergams report that chil-
dren living in the United States spend on average only 30 minutes of unstructured
time outdoors each week.

3 AsLouv (2005) points out, the term is “by no means a medical diagnosis, but it does offer a way to
think about the problem and the possibilities...” (p. 10).
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In effect, today most people in Western countries, and especially children, have
little to no direct contact with nature. Richard Louv substantiates this claim in sev-
eral ways. Here are just two which catch the eye because they are indicative of the
enormity of the transformation that seems underway. In 2002, says Louv, a British
study discovered that the average eight-year-old was better able to identify charac-
ters from the Japanese card trading game Pokémon than native species in the com-
munity where they lived: “Pikachu, Metapod, and Wigglytuff were names more fa-
miliar to them than otter, beetle, and oak tree” (Louv, 2005, p. 33). And he reports
that a 1991 American study of three generations of nine-year-olds found that the
boundaries of children’s lives are growing tighter with the day: between 1970 and
1990 the radius around the home where children were allowed to stray on their own
had shrunk to a ninth of what it had been in 1970. Individual statements are perhaps
even more startling. Louv quotes a six-grader who discloses that he wants to remain
inside the house, because “that’s were all the electric outlets are” (ibid., p. 10). In a
similar vein, Peter Fimrite (2007) of the San Francisco Chronicle, in a feature article
on the detachment of children from the natural world, quotes a teenager saying that
in Yosemite and other national parks “the only thing you look at is the trees, the
grass and the sky” The boy finds the experience of going to the shopping mall far
more exhilarating.

Today, children and young people lack possibilities and seem less and less able
to learn about earth first hand through their own actions in it. Most impressions
come to them “second hand” by representations provided by others — with major
consequences. Environmental psychologists such as Louise Chawla underline the
importance of learning about the world first hand through one’s own actions in it,
rather than through the versions in which others represent it. At such moments of
secondary experience, the richness of information is radically reduced. Referring to
the work of Edward Reed, Chawla speaks of “the necessity of experience” Primary or
first-hand experiences expose people to endless possibilities for learning, including
the making of creative new discoveries. Outdoors especially, a person encounters a
dynamic and multi-sensory flow of diversely structured information. Here, “people
form personal relationships and place attachments, drawing motivation to protect the
places and people they love and gaining competencies to do so” (p. 67).

However, the reality is that in today’s world both children and adults spend many
hours behind computer and other screens; glued to their mobile devices they are con-
tinuously bombarded with new, fresh information. To be able to cope with this, new
habits are acquired such as multitasking and the ability to divide our focus between
several things at once, which has been termed “continuous partial attention,” moti-
vated from a desire not to miss anything (Stone, 2005).4 In its wake, new anxieties

4 Continuous partial attention is different from multi-tasking, according to Linda Stone (2005): “The
two are differentiated by the impulse that motivates them. When we multi-task, we are motivated by
a desire to be more productive and more efficient. We're often doing things that are automatic, that
require very little cognitive processing.... To pay continuous partial attention is to pay partial attention
- continuously. It is motivated by a desire to be a live node on the network”
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manifest themselves such as FOMO, the “fear of missing out” (Wortham, 2011), if we
don’t manage to keep up all the time.

One wonders what the consequences are of these developments. There are some
indications that our relationship to the natural world will be deeply altered. Geneticist
David Suzuki, a science broadcaster for Canadian Television, makes the following ob-
servation in Play Again regarding the importance of time (a theme that will be taken
up in this dissertation as well): “The greatest challenge we face with the information
revolution, and the fact that that’s where children are spending their time, is that they
don’t learn the most important thing, and that is that nature needs time to reveal her
secrets” (emphasis added).

A quarter-century ago, Jerry Mander, author of Four Arguments for the
Elimination of Television, gave the following explanation for the lack of appeal of na-
ture to people in the information age:

When you are watching TV, all this information is moving very quickly; it is
a very hyperactive kind of imagery. We have images constantly fractured. In
fact, you are living in a universe that, from a perceptual point of view, is im-
possibly fast. Then you turn the set off after a while, and you are just in the
room again. The room is not moving around; it is not cutting forward and
backward in time. There are no cartoons appearing in front of you, there is no
music and dancing, there are no products moving about, there is no exciting
news from the world, there are no stories being told - it’s just the room.

Then you go outside, let’s say into nature. Nature is really slow. I mean you
cannot see the blade of grass growing. To experience nature requires being
very slow; very tuned in. It requires perceptual systems which are very calm.
And my belief is that the more that people are involved in this fast informa-
tion ... the more their perceptual experiences are living at the speed of the
media. They are unable any longer to deal with the quiet of ordinary life.
Americans cannot perceive things that are slow anymore.... What is basically
happening is that they have been wiped out as perceptual creatures. (Mander,
cited in Groenier, 1986)

Now, with the seduction of computer and video games next to the appeal of TV, nature
has become even more “boring” - or worse: irrelevant — to youngsters. Blaming this
situation solely on the attractiveness of sitting behind TV or computer screens — though
this certainly constitutes one important factor - would be too simple. Louv mentions
other factors that come into play such as an exaggerated fear of the dangers of being out
in nature (what he calls “the Bogeyman syndrome”), worries about liability issues, and
the unchecked spread of urban sprawl into natural areas. Underneath these phenom-
ena, however, there may be a more profound cultural transformation taking place.
According to Arjen Wals (2010), Dutch professor of Social Learning and
Sustainable Development, we are currently faced with a “sustainability crisis” (con-
sisting of, among many other trends, the loss of nature, environmental degradation,
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natural resource depletion), which has become a systemic crisis in the way we live on
this planet. The increased frequency of un-natural disasters related to shifting weath-
er patterns, rapid decline of biodiversity, and so on, are warning signals of “the ur-
gency, systemic nature, magnitude, uncertainty, ambiguity, complexity as well as the
moral and ethical underpinnings of the sustainability challenge” Of course, Wals is
not the first to point out that the ecological crisis is in fact a dynamic and systemic
interplay of converging trends (cf. for example Bateson, 1980, and Sterling, 2003).
To meet this challenge, we are faced with something environmental educators and
environmental psychologists have long known, Wals goes on to say, and that is that
merely raising awareness about the seriousness of the state of the planet is no assur-
ance for a change in behavior or a change in values. In fact it may even prove to be
counterproductive: it has been shown, he says, that just raising knowledge and aware-
ness without providing energizing visions and concrete practices that show that there
are more sustainable alternatives will lead to feelings of apathy and powerlessness. It
is for this reason that Wals suggests that the nature of the sustainability crisis, which
is characterized among other things by high levels of complexity and uncertainty,
brings along “that people will need to develop capacities and qualities that will allow
them to contribute to alternative behaviors, lifestyles and systems both individually
and collectively” (Wals, 2010, p. 21).

The transformation we are manifesting, of which this sustainability crisis is one
aspect, may be just the latest stage in a historical process that has been unfolding for
centuries. In the rest of this chapter, I will explore how the gap between us and nature
has grown, and how we have come to deal more and more with technology-mediated
or secondary/second-hand experience.

1.2 The disenchantment of the world

In 1918, in his lecture “Science as a Vocation,” German economist and sociologist Max
Weber coined the concept of the disenchantment of the world (die Entzauberung der
Welt). With that, he put his finger on a progressive removal of mind, or spirit, from
phenomenal appearances. The hallmark of modern consciousness, as Morris Berman
(1981) explains Weber, is that it recognizes no element of mind in the so-called inert
objects that surround us. It assumes “the existence of a world ‘out there’ independent
of human thought, which is ‘in here” (p. 69). In his lecture, Weber had summarized
the developments that led to the bourgeois-capitalist society in the Early Modern
Period. He described how the modernization of the economy and society from a feu-
dal and traditional mode of production led to the industrial society in which we still
find ourselves today. Key elements in the process are increased intellectualization, ra-
tionalization and mechanization. These mean, he says

that principally there are no mysterious incalculable forces that come into
play, but rather that one can, in principle, master all things by calculation.
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This means that the world is disenchanted. One need no longer have recourse
to magical means in order to master or implore the spirits, as did the savage,
for whom such mysterious powers existed. Technical means and calculations
perform the service. This above all is what intellectualization means. (Weber,

1922/1991, p. 139)

It is important to realize that Weber saw scientific progress as just a fraction - albeit
the most important fraction - in a process of intellectualization which humanity had
in fact been undergoing for thousands of years (ibid., p. 138). Fundamentally, as a re-
sult of the process of disenchantment, gradually a split arose between what we know
and what we feel.

Others point at the rise of Christianity as the major instigator of disenchantment.
Professor Lynn White, Jr., in an often-anthologized article that was first published in
1967, famously traced the roots of the ecological crisis to the rupture brought about
by early Christians. White claims that in Antiquity every tree, spring, stream, and
hill had its own genius loci, its guardian spirit. As Stephan Wilson (2000) explains,
there was a force in all things — animate as well as (what we would regard as) in-
animate: water, trees, rocks, substances, and even in words. And things mutually
influenced each other. There were also human and supra- or extra-human beings,
who exercised power of different kinds and at different levels: saints, witches, ghosts,
spirits and less palpable entities. Though these spirits were accessible to men, they
were also very unlike men; centaurs, fauns, and mermaids show their ambivalence.
White elucidates that before one would cut a tree, mined a mountain, or dammed a
brook, one needed to soothe the spirit in charge of that place and keep it placated.
Only after pagan animism was eradicated by Christianity was it possible to exploit
nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects (White, 1967).
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Figure 1: A clash of worldviews

Figure 1 is a graphic depiction of one of such decisive moments that changed Western
people’s relationship to the natural environment. On this wood engraving by E. L.
von Maydell (1842), we see German missionaries felling down a sacred tree of the
Estonians. In despair, the latter expect their final hour has come. The drawing is
based on a story in the 13th century Chronicle of Henry, describing the destruction of
the sacred grove at Ebavere Hill. Of course, the sky didn't fall and the native Estonians
had no other choice than to give in to a God with superior power.

In The Death of Nature, Carolyn Merchant (1980) contends that nature could
only be raped, when it was made exanimate. Merchant tells us that prior to the
Enlightenment, nature was conceived of as the benevolent mother of all things. The
Scientific Revolution rationalized and dissected nature to disclose all her secrets.
Nature was re-imaged as cold and uncaring matter, made of unfeeling, unmoving at-
oms. As Merchant said in a more recent interview:

[I]f nature is dead, and humans are external, humans are engineers, and the
image appears of God as a mathematician and engineer. Then people can ma-
nipulate and manage nature, without having to propitiate nature, and with-
out nature retaliating.... [TThe mechanistic worldview, which has become the
dominant view of industrial capitalism ... is a framework that gives permis-
sion to exploit and dominate nature. The results are seen in the ecological cri-
sis. (Merchant, cited in Schoch, 2002)
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1.3 Porous self and buffered self

In his monumental A Secular Age, Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor (2007)
makes a clarifying distinction between what he calls the porous self and the buffered
self. Taylor asks himself what big change was brought about in the course of five-hun-
dred years: “Why was it virtually impossible not to believe in God in, say, 1500 in our
Western society, while in 2000 many of us find this not only easy, but even inescap-
able?” (p. 25). There were many features in the medieval worldview that made the
presence of God seemingly undeniable. Taylor mentions three: first, the natural world
they lived in testified to divine purpose and action. Its order and design bespeaks
creation and the great events in the natural order (storms, droughts, floods, plagues)
were seen as acts of God; second, God was implicated in the very existence of society
(“one could not but encounter God everywhere”), and third, people lived in an “en-
chanted” world. Attempting to explain what he meant with his notion of disenchant-
ment of the world, Weber (1922/1991) added that “[p]recisely the ultimate and most
sublime values have retreated from public life either into the transcendental realm of
mystic life or into the brotherliness of direct and personal human relations” (p. 155).
To Taylor, Weber’s term of disenchantment is an apt description of our modern con-
dition. Before, people saw human beings as moving around amidst a field of spirits.
With science and humanism winning more space, a new sense of the self and its place
in the cosmos could develop. This self was not conceived of as being open and po-
rous and vulnerable to a world of spirits and powers, but as being (what Taylor calls)
“buffered” (2007, p. 27). Taylor is quick to add, however, that it took more than disen-
chantment to produce the buffered self; an additional precondition was that humans
had confidence in their own powers of moral ordering.

As moderns, we tend to understand ourselves to a large extent through our con-
ceptualization of the trajectory that brought us to where we presently find ourselves,
says Taylor. Part of this is a sense of that we have succeeded in overcoming a previ-
ous condition. Thus, he suggests, we are widely aware of living in a “disenchanted”
universe. Using this word implies that we hold that the universe once indeed was en-
chanted. Moreover, each one of us as we grew up has had to take on the disciplines
of disenchantment. This is for example demonstrated in cases were we reproach each
other for our failings in this regard, and accuse each other of “magical” thinking, of
indulging in “myth,” of giving way to “fantasy” In the world that we live in today, “the
only locus of thoughts, feelings, spiritual élan is what we call minds; the only minds
in the cosmos are those of humans ... and minds are bounded, so that these thoughts,
feelings, etc., are situated ‘within’ them” (ibid., p. 30). This circumstance allows us the
possibility of introspective self-awareness.’

5 Taylor (2007) is keen to point out that this doesn’t mean that everything within the mind is capable of
being brought to this awareness. Some of its elements, he suggests, are so deep that we can never bring
them to consciousness. This is the inner space of “inward” thoughts and emotions that are hidden or
that have been repressed. It is important to note here as well, by way of side-remark, that scholars like
Bateson (1972; 1980), Abram (1996) and several others are highly critical of attributing the faculty of
mind exclusively to humans.
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In the enchanted world, by contrast, meanings were not in the human mind. Here
the line between personal agency and impersonal force was not at all clearly drawn;
there is a high degree of permeability. Taylor illustrates this by referring to the phe-
nomenon of relics. Relics were thought to bring about cures or they could be causing
curses on people who stole or mishandled them. Both cures and curses were seen as
emanating from them, and as such they were true loci of power. Taylor summarizes
this distinction this way:

[I]n this world, there was a whole gamut of forces, ranging ... from super-
agents like Satan himself, forever plotting to encompass our damnation, down
to minor demons, like spirits of the wood, which are almost indistinguishable
from the loci they inhabit, and ending in magic potions which bring sickness
or death.... [T]he enchanted world, in contrast to our universe of buffered
selves and “minds,” shows a perplexing absence of certain boundaries which
seem to us essential.

So in the pre-modern world, meanings are not only in the minds, but can
reside in things, in various kinds of extra-human but intra-cosmic subjects.

(ibid., p. 33)

For us moderns, the meaning of things, Taylor explains, only comes into existence as
the world impinges on our body and mind. We are affected by the world and this may
cause a change in our bodily chemistry, producing feelings of, say, euphoria or depres-
sion. Thus, to us, meaning is endogenous. But in the enchanted world, the meaning
exists already outside of us, prior to contact; it can take us over, we can be caught in
its field of force. It comes on us from the outside. The implications of this contrast of
perspectives are vast. Because once meanings are not exclusively in the mind and we
can fall under their spell, then we think of this meaning as including us, even possi-
bly penetrating us: “We are in a kind of space defined by this influence. The meaning
can no longer be placed simply within; but nor can it be located exclusively without.
Rather it is in a kind of interspace which straddles what for us is a clear boundary”
(ibid., p. 35). It is because of this boundary that Taylor develops this metaphor of a
self being porous. For the modern, buffered self, the possibility exists of taking a dis-
tance from, disengaging from everything outside the mind. However, for the porous
self, the source of powerful emotions is outside the mind: “the very notion that there is
a clear boundary, allowing us to define an inner base area, grounded in which we can
disengage from the rest, has no sense” (p. 38). The porous self is vulnerable to spirits,
demons, and cosmic forces. Along with this go certain fears which at times can grip it.
For us moderns the boundary acts as a buffer: things beyond don't need to get to me.
As such, Taylor contends, this self can see itself as invulnerable and as master of the
meanings of things for it. It is a self that has been taken out of the world of the kind of
fears such as those that are portrayed in some of the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch.
In the context of my discussion of the supposed growth of the distance to the nat-
ural world, the following observation of Taylor is particularly interesting. He points
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out that perhaps the clearest sign of the transformation in our world is that in our
current epoch, many people look back to the world of the porous self with nostalgia.
The creation of a thick emotional boundary between us and the cosmos is felt to be a
loss and many of us aim to try to recover some measure of this lost feeling. A second
aspect of this is that the buffered self can strive to disengage from whatever is beyond
the boundary. The modern subject can aim to give its own autonomous order to its
life: “The absence of fear can be not just enjoyed, but seen as an opportunity for self-
control or self-direction” (p. 39).

Allin all, the transition implies a deep change in our life-world and in what Taylor
calls our “background sense of reality” In short, the way the earth is imagined has
changed. Taylor identifies this as a shift from cosmos to universe. In this process, we
have moved from an earth which is encompassed within certain bounds and static, to
one which feels infinite, and which continues to evolve (Taylor speaks of a breaking
of the cosmos into “deep time” and, with Pascal, into “infinite space”). In the move
from the cosmic idea to a disenchanted universe, something was eliminated along the
way, Taylor claims, and that was mystery.

For the buffered self, it seems given and self-evident that all our thoughts and feel-
ings must be in the minds and are distinct from the “outer” earth. The idea of spirits,
moral forces, causal powers with a purposive bent becomes, as Taylor puts it, “close to
incomprehensible” (p. 539). The modern buffered identity can engage in a process of
self-examination, and explore an inner realm of thought and feeling. As Taylor sum-
marizes, “This frontier of self-exploration has grown, through various spiritual disci-
plines of self-examination ... to the point where we now conceive of ourselves as hav-
ing inner depths. We might even say that the depths which were previously located in
the cosmos, the enchanted earth, are now more readily placed within. Where earlier
people spoke of possession by evil spirits, we think of mental illness” (pp. 539-540).

In our discussion of the growing distance between us and the natural earth,
Taylor’s sharp distinction between the porous and buffered self is clarifying. Only
after having gone through the process of disenchantment can we truly delve down
into the inner levels of the mind: the meaning-making is conceived of as an en-
dogenous process. And only then we can feel the growth of a distance between
us and the cosmos as a loss, and we can start to long back with nostalgia to a by-
gone golden age when humans and nature supposedly lived in harmony. Though
I find Taylor’s analysis convincing and well-substantiated, I wonder if he doesn’t
create a too sharp dichotomy between two ways of relating to the world. To me,
it seems that there is still a lingering residue among many moderns of magical or
“enchanted” thinking, which is for example expressed through our reference for
the marvels of technology. But I also think the distinction between forces oper-
ating from the outside (exogenous) and those stemming from the self-conscious
modern mind itself (endogenous) is too black and white. Conceptualizations of a
constant interchange, an intertwining between self and the flesh of the world (cf.
Merleau-Ponty), are in my view more fit to describe what is in fact going on be-
tween humans and their enveloping and inner environments.



38 | AT THE HEART OF ART AND EARTH

1.4 The loss of the aura

German critic Walter Benjamin was one of the first to grasp what it meant that
technology as a means came in between us and our experience of the surrounding
world. More precisely, he understood how the making of copies of objects that once
were unique by means of machines dramatically affects the meanings that these ob-
jects convey to us. In his seminal essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” that first appeared in 1936, Benjamin analyzed the impact of print,
photographic and cinematographic modes of (“mechanical”) reproduction on how
we relate to art. In the context of my discussion of the growing divide between hu-
mans and nature, I will discuss Benjamin’s analysis here at some length, for his obser-
vations regarding how the human relationship to art has changed pertain as well, in
my view, to a wider range of ways in which we relate to the world.

Before the invention of the camera and the printing press, the singularity of every
work of art was part of the uniqueness of the place where it resided. It could never
be seen at two places at the same time. As John Berger (1972/1986) explains, “When
the camera reproduces a painting, it destroys the uniqueness of its image” As a re-
sult, its meaning changes fundamentally: “its meaning multiplies and fragments into
many meanings” (p. 19). Prior to when these means were available to humanity, it
was of course already possible to make a copy, a reproduction, of an artwork. But
there was always a shortcoming; even the most perfect reproduction lacks one ele-
ment: “its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it hap-
pens to be” (Benjamin, 1969, p. 224). Benjamin held that what withers in the age of
mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art: “the technique of reproduc-
tion detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many
reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence” After having
introduced the concept of aura with reference to historical objects, Benjamin goes on
to talk about the aura of natural ones: “We define the aura of the latter as the unique
phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be. If, while resting on a summer
afternoon, you follow with your eyes a mountain range on the horizon or a branch
which casts its shadow over you, you experience the aura of those mountains, of that
branch” (p. 225). Similarly, writes Benjamin, a painter maintains in his work a natu-
ral distance from reality. This respect for distance common to both natural percep-
tion and painting is overturned by the new technologies of mass reproduction. In his
time, Benjamin noted a “decay of the aura” This decay is caused by the circumstance
that the masses aim to bring things “closer” to them, coupled with their “bent toward
overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its reproduction” The im-
age as seen by “the unarmed eye” differs fundamentally from the mechanically repro-
duced images in newspapers, photos and film. The first type of image is still unique
whereas the latter become transitory.

Benjamin’s central argument, says Jerry Mander (1978), is that all technical repro-
duction of art, nature, and the human image deletes the aura. Before the age of me-
chanical reproduction, art objects did not exist in a context outside of their original
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use. Aura, argued Benjamin, is tied to presence: there can be no replica of it. Mander
explains: “Mechanical reproduction of images is the great equalizer. When you repro-
duce any image of anything that formerly had aura (or life), the effect is to dislocate
the image from the aura, leaving only the image. At this point, the image is neutral;
it has no greater inherent power than commodities” (p. 286). The uniqueness of the
original, says Berger (1972/1986), now lies in it being the original of a reproduction:
“It is no longer what its image shows that strikes one as unique; its first meaning is
no longer to be found in what it says, but in what it is” (p. 21). The disconnection
of humans and art from their auras through mechanical reproduction, Benjamin ar-
gued, causes art as well as humans and nature to lose their grounding, their mean-
ing in time and place. The meaning of for example paintings is no longer attached to
them: their meaning becomes transmittable; in short, it becomes information. The
consequences are immense. Mander (1978) outlines some of these: “The disconnec-
tion from inherent meaning, which would be visible if image, object and context were
still merged, leads to a similarly disconnected aesthetics in which all uses for images
are equal. All meaning in art and also human acts becomes only what is invested in
them, there is no inherent meaning in anything” (p. 288). Reproduced paintings, like
all information, have to hold their own against all the other information being con-
tinuously transmitted. Moreover, as Berger (1972/1986) points out, a reproduction, as
well as making its own references to the image of its original, becomes itself the refer-
ence point for other images: “the meaning of an image is changed according to what
one sees immediately beside it or what comes immediately after it” (p. 29). For him
there is no reason to be nostalgic about the consequence that artworks have ceased to
be holy relics. They will never re-become what they were before the age of mechanical
reproduction:

Original paintings are silent and still in a sense that information never is. Even
a reproduction hung on a wall is not comparable in this respect for in the orig-
inal the silence and stillness permeate the actual material, the paint, in which
one follows the traces of the painter’s immediate gestures. This has the effect of
closing the distance in time between the painting of the picture and one’s own
act of looking at it. In this special sense all paintings are contemporary. (p. 31)

Benjamin regarded the decay of the aura in fact as a positive development. The aspect
of its mechanical reproducibility freed art from its cultic fundament, and the appear-
ance of her autonomy perished. Berger (1972/1986) subscribes to this view, but has an
open eye to the double-faced quality of the transformation. The modern means of re-
production have destroyed the authority of art and removed it from being situated in
a sacred or magical place: “For the first time ever, images of art have become ephem-
eral, ubiquitous, insubstantial, available, valueless, free” (p. 32). One could add that all
these dimensions interplay at once and are hard, if not impossible, to set apart.

From the destruction of the aura, I now want to take this interpretation of the way
a reproduction changes the original beyond its effect on singular works of art and
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look more widely at how modernity changed and still fundamentally alters how we
relate to the earth of which we are part. In a letter that Rainer Maria Rilke wrote in
1925 to his Polish translator, he pondered on how one, through one’s poetry, converts
that which is perceived through the senses into thought, language, and memory. In
the age of technological modernity something in the order of things and the status of
objects has changed fundamentally:

Even for our grandparents, a “house,” a “well a familiar tower, their very
clothes, their coat, were infinitely more, infinitely more intimate; almost ev-
erything a vessel in which they found the human and added to the store of
the human. Now ... empty indifferent things are pouring across, sham things,
dummy life . . . A house, [now], an ... apple or a grapevine ... has nothing in
common with the house, the fruit, the grape into which went the hopes and
reflections of our forefathers . . . Live things, things lived and conscient of us,
are running out and can no longer be replaced. We are perhaps the last still to
have known such things. (pp. 374-375)

Heidegger (1950/1971) comments on this as follows, “The formless formations of tech-
nological production interpose themselves. ... Things that once grew now wither quickly
away. They can no longer pierce through the objectification to show their own” (p. 284).
For Rilke himself the recourse lies in a fervent transformation of the visible but perish-
able things around us. He saw it as the task of artists “to imprint this provisional earth so
deeply, so patiently and passionately in ourselves,” so that its reality would be able to arise
in us again “invisibly.” Thus, he added, “[w]e are the bees of the invisible” (ibid.).

In The Question Concerning Technology, Heidegger (1953/1982) presents his fa-
mous example of the hydroelectric dam in the river Rhine, which changes the qual-
ity of the river. Heidegger speaks of “enframing” (Ge-stell), a way of thinking that
turns nature into nothing more than an exploitable resource, available to human
ends. The hydroelectric plant dams up the Rhine so that it can supply the hydraulic
pressure that powers the machines that produce electricity. In other words, the hy-
droelectric plant turns the Rhine into a “waterpower supplier” By “challenging” the
Rhine to reveal itself as an energy source, the hydroelectric plant transforms it into
what Heidegger (1982) calls a “standing-reserve” (Bestand). The standing-reserve is
something that “is ordered to stand by, to be immediately on hand, indeed to stand
there just so that it may be on call for a further ordering” (p. 17). In other words, the
standing-reserve is a supply or store of resources ready for human use. Because the
standing-reserve is created in order to meet the needs and desires of humans, it ex-
ists solely at the mercy of the human consumer; and because of this it lacks its own
dignity (Gauthier, 2004). Things are not even regarded as objects, because their only
important quality has become their readiness for use, explains Heidegger’s translator
William Lovitt (1982): “nothing is allowed to appear as it is in itself” (p. xxix).

The sense of loss that comes across in Rilke’s lamentations on “things lived and
conscient of us” that are running out and in Heidegger’s comment on the “mon-
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strousness” of transforming the Rhine into a “waterpower supplier;” can be discarded
as a sense of nostalgia that is of little use, as change is inevitable: in its place new sen-
sibilities will arise in an ever-proceeding and continuing process of human develop-
ment. Epistemologically, we are faced with the problem - once we have moved over
to the new sensibility — whether we are still truly able to appreciate — or even less so,
understand - the “old” sensibility.

According to French sociologist Jacques Ellul (1989), the crisis that we are facing
in our times entails the transition, not from one form of society and power to anoth-
er, but to a new environment, the technological environment. In his view, the present
change of environment is much more fundamental than anything that humans have
experienced for the last five thousand years. Ellul points at the problem of “denatu-
ralization” Living in today’s world, we are out of direct contact with the realities of
earth and water. Instead we deal with the reality of technical objects and instruments
that more and more constitute our environment. The process of denaturalization is so
overwhelming and complete that our contact with the natural elements is almost ex-
clusively mediated by techniques, or by what Ellul calls, the technological system. The
relationship between nature and the artificial has been reversed, has been thrown into
disorder, says Ellul (1980), and we have to situate ourselves in relationship to this,
what he calls “unbelievable reversal” (p. 275). Here is how he describes the rupture:

The religious and the sacred that we have chased out of nature are now trans-
ferred to objects. Be it noted that the transfer is not quite the same. We origi-
nally related our religious feelings to our natural environment. The tree, the
fountain, the wind, the animal were the focus. We invested them with a formi-
dable greatness and they became sacred. But the things that compose our hu-
man environment now play this role. We ourselves have not changed. We still
relate our sense of the sacred to what constitutes our environment. We adore
and use with joy and fear that which forms our environment, making sacrifice
to it. It is the environment that has changed. But how far we are from the fa-
mous Entzauberung der Welt: there isn’t any “disenchantment of the world™: It
is simply that the world we now know bears no relation to the human world
which up to half a century ago seemed to be eternal. (Ellul, 1990, p. 121)

Living among omnipresent digital images, with our social media, our electronic gad-
gets and screens - if the aura of natural phenomena perhaps isn't fully destroyed, it
does seem rather inaccessible to us. Is seeking reconnection with nature then not a
Romantic dream?

“We live in a world where there is more and more information, and less and less
meaning” With this famous statement French sociologist Jean Baudrillard (1981/2010,
p. 79) pointedly diagnosed our current predicament. In the last quarter of the 20t
century, Baudrillard, as one of the early postmodern thinkers, had started to focus his
attention on the relationship between real and simulated. From now on, he asserted,
“we will live in a world without originals” (1989, p. 189). A key term for Baudrillard
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is simulacrum, which stems from the Latin and means “image,” “semblance” or “like-
ness.” As William Pawlett (2007) explains, for Baudrillard there are only images and
behind these images there are more images; “there is no point at which the final illu-
sion is stripped away to reveal ... reality” (p. 71). What is more, the whole concept of
“illusion” itself is no longer of use for Baudrillard (1983a), for it assumes some notion
of “the real” to contradict: “simulation corresponds to a short-circuit of reality and to
its reduplication by signs ... [I]t is always a false problem to want to restore the truth
beneath the simulacrum” (p. 48). The images serve no other purpose than to camou-
flage that there is no longer any real available. For Baudrillard, the repetitive structure
of simulacra - the reproduction of “copies” which have no original - “marks our ob-
ject world with an unreality and a free-floating absence of “the referent” (Jameson,
1979, p. 131).

What evolves is a sham world. The difference between illusion and the real has
imploded. Simulation for Baudrillard involves more than “make believe” Someone
can pretend that he or she is sick and lie in a bed and suggest being ill. But someone
who simulates sickness in the end causes the symptoms of the sickness on him- or
herself. Pretense leaves the reality principle intact: the difference - though hidden - is
clear; but with simulation, the difference between real and unreal, reality and imagi-
nary, is at stake. By way of example, one may ask: is the person simulating sickness
really ill or not, for she surely is showing “real” symptoms.

Though “reality” for Baudrillard is an unattainable illusion, its virtual ampli-
fication is not. Another key term in his discourse is hyperreality. Hyperreality, “the
more real than real” or “truer than true” refers to an inability of consciousness to
distinguish fantasy from reality, or, even more radical, to differentiate between the
simulation and something which never really existed in the first place (Baudrillard,
1981/2010). The real does not yield in favor of the imaginary, but for this hyperreal.
This process of “hyperrealization of the real” seems to be irreversible, Baudrillard
(2000) suggests, for in essence it is Weber’s process of rationalization becoming expo-
nential and chaotic. The world we live in has been replaced by a copy world, in which
we seek simulated stimuli and nothing more.

For us an untenable hypothesis: that it may be possible to communicate out-
side the medium of meaning, that the very intensity of communication may be
proportional to the reabsorption of meaning and to its collapse. For it is not
meaning or the increase of meaning which gives tremendous pleasure, but its
neutralization which fascinates.... And not by some death drive, which im-
plies that life is still on the side of meaning, but quite simply by defiance, by
an allergy to reference, to the message, to the code and to every category of
the linguistic enterprise, by a repudiation of all this in favor of imploding the
sign in fascination (no longer any signifier or signified: absorption of the poles
of signification). None of the guardians of meaning can understand this: the
whole morality of meaning rises up against fascination. (Baudrillard, 1983b,

pp- 36-37)
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Thus, Baudrillard has located fascination beyond meaning; it results from the neu-
tralization and implosion of meaning. Baudrillard draws an analogy with a fable by
Jorge Luis Borges (from his On Exactitude in Science). In this story there is a society
of cartographers that created a map of a nameless empire that was so detailed that it
covered the very things it was designed to represent, at 1:1 scale. The actual map grew
or shrunk as the empire itself conquered or lost territory. The perfect map that is the
territory. When the empire falls to pieces, the map fades into the landscape. At that
point there is neither the representation nor the real remaining, just the hyperreal:
“Henceforth, it is the map that precedes the territory — precession of simulacra - it is
the map that engenders the territory and if we were to revive the fable today, it would
be the territory whose shreds are slowly rotting across the map¢

In Simulacra and Simulation, Baudrillard (1981/2010) provides an illuminating exam-
ple of the problem that simulation brings forth by calling the story of Lascaux II to mind,
the exact replica of the original cave with prehistoric wall paintings in southern France.
With the argument that thus the original would be saved, visitors were no longer al-
lowed to enter the Lascaux cave. (Their breathing had started to ruin the artworks on the
walls.) The replica was constructed five hundred meters away from it. Baudrillard points
out that henceforth, people could see the authentic Lascaux only by glancing through a
peephole, before visiting the reconstituted whole. “It is possible that the memory of the
original grottoes is itself stamped in the mind of future generations, but from now on
there is no longer any difference: the duplication suffices to render both artificial” (p. 9).
The simulation artificially prevents or restricts access to the real thing by replacing it.
It makes it better, more desirable, more beautiful, less dangerous, etc. and often this is
done with the justification that the real original thing is thus preserved. Thus both the
real and the simulation are made artificial, in that the real has become inaccessible. Why
do tourists come en masse to a replica cave that is only a few meters away from the real
cave? From my own personal experience in the mid 1990s, I know that visitors enter the
replica with such an attitude of reference - only a limited amount of people are allowed
to be in the artificial cave together, for their expiration fumes may impact the copied mu-
rals; one is not allowed to take pictures, no loud talking, et cetera — that perhaps at some
point we need a Lascaux III to protect the copy of the copy, and at that point the original
cave may have lost its relevance or its location may be forgotten.

In a similar vein, Baudrillard (1981/2010) famously argued that the fake world of
Disneyland is neither true nor false, but that it is set up in order to rejuvenate the fic-
tion of the real, thus saving the reality principle: “Disneyland is presented as imagi-
nary in order to make us believe that the rest is real, whereas all of Los Angeles and
the America that surrounds it are no longer real, but belong to the hyperreal order
and to the order of simulation” (p. 12).

6 'This subject, of the relation of map to territory, is a theme that is also taken up by Gregory Bateson,
who famously insisted (though originally coined by Alfred Korzybski), that “the map is not the terri-
tory” (1972, p. 449) For Bateson, however, these domains can still be told apart; essential to him is that
map and territory refer to different logical types, which should not be mixed up.
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Now one might ask, suppose Baudrillard is right, is it then a problem that the real
is no longer accessible? In an essay in Science, which was published already in 1973,
the author, Martin Krieger, rhetorically asked, “What’s Wrong with Plastic Trees?”
American cultural ecologist Paul Shepard (1995) takes up the challenge to answer this
question in an article with the graphic title “Virtually Hunting Reality in the Forests
of Simulacra” For him, plastic trees are more than a practical simulation, for what
they communicate is that the trees they represent are themselves but surfaces: “Their
primal defect is that one can still recognize plastic, but it is only a matter of time and
technology until they achieve virtual reality, indistinguishable from the older retinal
and tactile sensa. They are becoming acceptable configurations” (p. 24, emphasis add-
ed). Shepard adds, tongue in cheek: “No doubt we can invent electronic hats and suits
into which we may put our heads or crawl, which will reduce the need even more
for an ersatz mock-up like the diorama.... As the art of simulacrum becomes more
convincing, its fallout enters our bodies and heads with unknown consequences” (p.
25). In Shepard’s view, the question about plastic trees assumes that nature is mainly
of interest as spectacle. One conceives of the tree as separate of the rest of its organic
and inorganic surroundings - a pure form. He fears that the more we are capable of
making plastic trees appear like natural trees, the more they cause us to surrender our
perception of any plant to the abstract eye: “Place and function are exhausted in their
appearance. The philosophy of disengagement certifies whatever meanings we attach
to these treelike forms — and to trees themselves. The vacuum of essential meaning
implies that there really is no meaning” (ibid.).

An environment of such pure forms and appearances is reminiscent of another
of Baudrillard’s key terms, which is obscenity, a phenomenon which occurs, as Marc
LaFountain (2008) explains, when there is a “perpetual engendering of the same by
the same” This happens when the simulation produced by signs refers only to itself.
Though this argument resonates well with Baudrillard’s observations, for Shepard -
in contrast to the French thinker - this gives rise to great concern. Baudrillard seems
to resign to the new situation in which it is no longer possible to differentiate the
body from the signs that simulate it. Obscenity, then, resides for him in a condition
of transparency where the lived body is no longer visible in the play of simulation,
and the simulation itself becomes excessively visible. In Baudrillard’s (1983/1990)
own words: “..things visible do not come to an end in obscurity and silence - in-
stead they fade into the more visible than visible: obscenity” (p. 11). For Baudrillard,
the cultural forecast is bleak. There is no longer a staging of scenes, no spectacle, no
mirror, no image or representation. They are all eradicated in obscenity: “The ob-
scene is what does away with every mirror, every look, every image” (1983¢, p. 130).
By consequence, “the body, landscape and time all progressively disappear as scenes”
(p. 129). As sociologist Anthony King explains, a scene, for Baudrillard, constitutes
a representation and therefore a scene is still linked to reality. Because of this, the
scene can still be interpreted and compared to something else. But, for example with
television screens, this is no longer the case. “The screen amounts to the end of all
interpretation” (King, 1998, p. 49). There is no longer a scene where the subject-object
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opposition can be played. Television, the media, are not able to create a new scene,
Baudrillard says to Dutch interviewer Iris Lutz: “It is ob-scene, beyond the scene, the
end of the scene. Obscene does not mean that something was hidden that is now
made visible, no, it means that something first had a scene and subsequently has left
it” (Baudrillard, cited by Iris Lutz, 1984).

It is no longer then the traditional obscenity of what is hidden, repressed, for-
bidden or obscure; on the contrary, it is the obscenity of the visible, of the all-
too-visible, of the more-visible-than-the-visible. It is the obscenity of what no
longer has any secret, of what dissolves completely in information and com-
munication. The obscene puts an end to every representation: “all secrets,
spaces and scenes abolished” (Baudrillard, 1983c, p. 131).

Conversely, that what is more invisible than the invisible, is for Baudrillard the se-
cret: “[The] hypervisibility of things is also the imminence of their end, the sign of
the apocalypse... If all enigmas are resolved, the stars go out. If everything secret is
returned to the visible (and more than to the visible: to obscene obviousness), if all
illusion is returned to transparence, then heaven becomes indifferent to the earth”
(Baudrillard, 1983/1990, p. 55).

Several years before Baudrillard, Marshall McLuhan (1964) coined the famous
slogan “the medium is the message,” by which he pointed to the symbiotic relation-
ship by which the medium influences how the message is perceived. As Baudrillard
understands the phrase, McLuhan meant that all subject matter (the message) is ab-
sorbed by the single dominant form of the medium. The true message of the media
are the media themselves - it is no longer the contents but the form that matters.
He takes McLuhan’s statement to its ultimate consequence: The medium is the mes-
sage does not merely mean the end of the message, but the end of the medium. For
Baudrillard (1981/2010), there are no more media existing in the literal sense of the
term (i.e. mediating between one state of reality and another). He evokes the image of
a gigantic downfall, a rupture or collapse or what he calls “implosion” An implosion
not simply of the message in the medium, but of the medium in the real in a kind of
hyperreal cloud of gas, “where the very definition and distinctive action of the me-
dium is irrecoverably lost™:

...this is what implosion signifies. The absorption of one pole into another,
the short-circuiting between poles of every differential system of meaning, the
erasure of distinct terms and oppositions, including that of the medium and
of the real - thus the impossibility of any mediation, of any dialectical inter-
vention between the two or from one to the other. Circularity of all media ef-
fects.... One must envisage this critical but original situation at its very limit:
it is the only one left us. It is useless to dream of revolution through content,
useless to dream of a revelation through form, because the medium and the
real are now in a single nebula whose truth is indecipherable. (pp. 82-83)
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The impression one gets from Baudrillard is that we can leave aside all hope that we
can bring about change in the current order, we can only resort to seduction and play
with appearances rather than engaging in direct, first hand experience of the world.
We have moved beyond the point of no return. In his The Fatal Strategies, he quotes
the Bulgarian-born novelist and Nobel Laureate Elias Canetti:

A tormenting thought: as of a certain point, history was no longer real. Without
noticing it, all mankind suddenly left reality; everything happening since then
was supposedly not true; but we supposedly didn’t notice. Our task would now
be to find that point, and as long as we didn’t have it, we would be forced to
abide in our present destruction. (Canetti, cited in Baudrillard, 1988, p. 190)

At this “blind point,” nothing is either true or false any longer. This, to Baudrillard,
seems to be our dilemma: by definition we cannot return to the past, to find the point
because if we could we would be master of time. And added to that: how are we to
prove that a history did exist before that point? At the same time, our current situ-
ation is also unacceptable. Some have indeed tried, says Baudrillard, to solve the di-
lemma by “discovering” the anti-point of Canetti. As if one would be able to down-
shift and enter history, the real, the social “as a satellite that — after having been lost,
returns to the earth’s atmosphere.”

1.5 “We liked the projection, because it was more real”

So, in our postmodern condition, with Baudrillard’s bleak views in mind, can we
then still relate to and make sense of “real nature”? Or should we forget the idea
before even starting? In the following, I want to suggest that there are at least three
different perspectives on environmental education and learning about the natural
world. The first stems from a worldview that regards the earth as animated and per-
meated with meaning and spirit. Here, the borders between self and environment
are porous and not yet strictly defined apart. For this perspective I lean on a story
about a primary school at an American Indian reservation by Native American au-
thor Leslie Silko. The second pertains to the level of higher education and stems
from an urge to move away from abstract science education and to revive natu-
ral history, which has been declared dead. Here I provide the view of American
nonfiction author and journalist Richard Louv. The third and last perspective en-
tails an affectionate and unequivocal embrace of the possibilities of technology
to render nature by virtual means. For this perspective I refer to a project report
of experience at the secondary school level provided by Australian educationalist
Anne Bamford. I am aware that I switch here between different levels in education.
However, my intention is not to make comparisons as to the appropriateness of a
certain curriculum at a certain age group, but to appreciate them for the dissimilar
epistemological orientations they reveal about learning about the living world.
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In the novel Ceremony, writer Leslie Silko (1977) tells the story of the quest of
Tayo, a young Native American who returns to the Laguna Pueblo reservation in
New Mexico. Having been a prisoner of the Japanese during World War II, he tries
to find healing by seeking a reconnection to the Indian past and its traditions. At
one point in the story, Tayo reflects on “the old time superstition” that the teachers at
Indian school used to warn him about. In an effort to confront and make some sense
of his present confused state of mind, Tayo looks back at the traditional way of relat-
ing to earth that he has learned to overcome in his path to adulthood. His memories
go back to the first time in science class, when the teacher brought in a tubful of dead
frogs, bloated with formaldehyde:

...the Navajos all left the room; the teacher said those old beliefs were stu-
pid. The Jemez girl raised her hand and said the people always told the kids
not to kill frogs, because the frogs would get angry and send so much rain
there would be floods. The science teacher laughed loudly, for a long time; he
even had to wipe tears from his eyes. “Look at these frogs,” he said, pointing at
the discolored rubbery bodies and clouded eyes. “Do you think they could do
anything? Where are all the floods? We dissect them in this class every year”

(pp- 194-195)

What Silko makes clear is that Tayo's present pathology to a large extent stems from
the radical rupture he has made from this childhood way of living and thinking,
which was informed by the sacred. Hence, the need for a ceremony, to heal and to
seek some form of reconciliation between the disruptive effects of modernity and the
enchanted universe in which he grew up.

In the second perspective, the need to reconnect with the direct experience of na-
ture we had as children is paramount. Counter to the postmodern notion that reality
is only a construct, Richard Louv (2005) advocates hands-on experiences of the living
world. His Last Child in the Woods is a passionate plea for children having more di-
rect contact with the real that nature offers. Louv would even go so far as to state that
our society is teaching young people to avoid such direct experience. Louv’s compre-
hensive critique pertains to both primary and secondary education.

This particular example of Louv pertains to older learners than the Native
American kids in science class; Louv deeply regrets the perishing of instructions in
natural history in post-secondary education; in his assessment, education is becom-
ing a more and more abstract phenomenon, as hands-on disciplines such as zoology
give way to more theoretical and remunerative microbiology and genetic engineering.
Louv quotes Robin Moore, the director of the US National Learning Initiative, who
laments the replacing of primary experience of nature “by the secondary, vicarious,
often distorted, dual sensory one-way experience of television and other electronic
media” (Moore, cited in Louv, 2005, p. 65). Moore holds that the natural environment
is the principal source of sensory stimulation, allowing the child to connect his or her
exterior world to their interior, hidden, affective world. For this reason, he argues that



48 | AT THE HEART OF ART AND EARTH

the freedom to explore and play with the outdoor environment through the senses -
which continuously presents it with alternative choices for creative engagement - is
essential for the healthy development of an interior life.

In a similar vein, naturalist and professor in marine biology Paul Dayton suggest
that we must reinstate natural science courses in all our academic institutions. Only
in that way can we insure that students experience nature first-hand. In his view, nat-
ural history has been “expelled from the ivory tower” Students are thus denied the
sense of wonder and the sense of place fundamental to the discipline. With Dayton,
Louv argues that we need a rebirth of natural history in the academy. He quotes from
a paper that Dayton wrote together with Enric Sala in which they warned that the
current death of natural history means that we risk producing narrow-minded ecolo-
gists:

Naturalists are closer to poets than to engineers, and it is the intuition based
on first-hand experience and common sense that produces the better leaps
of thought. We should imprint on our students the importance of intuition,
imagination, creativity, and iconoclasm, and prevent restricting them with the
brain-cuffs of rigid assumption frames and techniques, if we are to revitalize
an ecological science.... (Dayton & Sala, quoted in Louv, 2005, p. 222)

Dayton and Sala deplore the worrying development that currently some ecologists
have never even seen the communities or populations they model and are unable
to identify the species that dwell in it. “This is like having the illusion of conducting
heart surgery without knowing what a real heart looks like,” they assert (Dayton &
Sala, quoted in Louv, 2005, p. 221).

Another expert Louv calls upon to make his point is professor in neurology Frank
Wilson. Learning comes from doing - especially from using our hands, Wilson ar-
gues, but in his view we are cutting off our hands to spite our brains. For Wilson this
is clearly apparent in the context of instruction at medical schools. Here, teachers find
that it is increasingly difficult to teach how a heart works as a pump:

...these students have so little real-world experience; they’ve never siphoned
anything, never fixed a car, never worked on a fuel pump, may not even have
hooked up a garden hose. For a whole generation of kids, direct experiences in
the backyard, in the tool shed, in the fields and woods, has been replaced by
indirect learning, through machines. These young people are smart, they grew
up with computers, they were supposed to be superior - but now we know
that something’s missing. (Wilson, cited in Louv, 2005, p. 66)

Twenty-first century Western culture accepts the view that because of omnipresent
technology we are awash in data, says Louv. But then he adds that in this informa-
tion age, vital information is missing, for nature is about smelling, hearing, tast-
ing, seeing. In the course of time, a slow but profound change took place in our
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relationship to our natural environment, a deep shift in how we are able or not
able to experience things — even if we have an embodied presence.

From these passionate and well-substantiated pleas for the facilitation of full-
bodied experiences of the real-world in education, I now come to the third and last
perspective that I want to present here. Next to enchanted and direct, embodied rela-
tionships to nature, we can also conceive of a predominantly virtual relationship to
the phenomena that we learn about. Here I look at the visionary view of Australian
pedagogue Anne Bamford. As a specialist in the relation between culture and peda-
gogy, she published, in 2006, The Wow Factor: Global research compendium on the
impact of the arts in education. Bamford has been recognized nationally and interna-
tionally for her research in arts, education, emerging literacies and visual communi-
cation. The Wow Factor has been published in five languages and distributed in more
than 40 countries. In a lecture which she held in the Swedish city of Vaxj6 in 2011, she
speaks enthusiastically about the new project LIFE (“Learning In Future Education”
that aims to innovate science education through the implementation of 3D projec-
tion technology in eight European countries. The project, which has been developed
in collaboration with companies such as Texas Instruments, Exxon and Acer, aims
to determine the most effective type of 3D experience and to assess their impact on
learning strategies and teaching processes. According to Bamford, the project caused
marked improvement in learning: early data on the project suggest that there is a sig-
nificant improvement in terms of knowledge-building and conceptual understanding
on the part of pupil, compared to prior to their working with 3D projection. “It is not
science fiction, it is happening now. What it means is that you can virtually project
anything in a 3D form into your average class room, without needing anything in
particular” The content used in the project was the human body (she mentions the
heart, the lungs, and the faculties of hearing, smell, and sight) and the target group
were kids between 11 and 13 years of age. Bamford tells of a science teacher in Paris
who started his science lessons on the human heart by showing a video in which a
person suffers a heart attack. The kids had to come up with a theory of what had hap-
pened to him. To help them in their investigation, the class teacher had real sheep
hearts on the tables which the kids had to dissect. He also had a plastic 3D mod-
el of the body at his disposal, with removable organs in it. However, with the help
of 3D technology, he could project the heart virtually. When the children had their
3D glasses on, the heart appeared in huge format right in front of them. They could
cause the 3D image to turn around, and they could even go inside and outside of it,
Bamford reports. At the end of the lesson, Bamford, who attended the session, asked
the children: “Now that you actually had three things that were 3D - you had the
plastic model, the actual heart, and the projection — which one did you like the best?”
And the kids responded, without exception: “We liked the projection, because it was
more real” For Anne Bamford this was an amazing thing, because the real (sheep)
heart was very real, as she recalls. It was bleeding, and due to it being a rather hot day,
one could even smell it. But for these young learners, the virtual heart was more real.
What the kids were able to do, she says, was to see the concept of the heart in action;



50 | AT THE HEART OF ART AND EARTH

they could follow the oxygen passing from the blood cells and they were able to take
it apart and put it back together. Here she adds that there indeed was a problem with
the sheep’s heart, “because once they had cut it up, it was no longer a heart, so they
could not put it back together again?”

The enchantment of the new that the 3D technology evokes also speaks from the
comments by children, teachers and parents on the whole experience. Bamford pres-
ents several of these, but I want to single out a few that are telling in this context. One
child says that teachers just talk a lot and one inevitably tunes out at some point, but
when one actually sees things, “it is there and suddenly it makes sense” Bamford calls
attention to comments on realness versus the virtual; this aspect came up a lot, she
reports. The kids remark often to Bamford that they want “to learn it real” As one
child for example expounds, “There is a big difference between 2D and 3D, when you
learn something. 2D is flat, but 3D has depth. It is real”

Similarly, teachers also embrace the new possibilities, according to Bamford. She
quotes one of them saying: “The kids are into technology. We need something dif-
ferent in the classroom. It is more philosophical than just putting a computer in the
classroom. Technology is not just about learning the content” Another one says: “The
children’s reaction was ‘Wow!” They were moving their bodies and pointing and really
into the 3D. Some felt a little uncomfortable the first time but then that seemed to
pass quickly. Technology will change the view of life.... Education needs to be about
the broad picture, including the children’s feelings and the spiritual world”

The parents are just as enthusiastic: “It is so beautiful!” one says. “My child came
home so excited. It is new and different. My daughter said 3D is good for us and she
was very positive” And another adds approvingly, “I don’t know if it is the 3D, but my
son’s favorite subject at school is science” Bamford sketches the future of education:
“What it means in a practical sense is that we can have anything in the world virtually
projected in our classroom.”

If we now compare the three perspectives, we see that the first way of engaging
with the living world concerns children growing up in an enchanted world where
their traditional Native American culture doesn’t allow them to make cuts in dead
frogs. In Bamford’s technology-mediated learning environment, the real of the dead
heart also seems to move to the background and in that sense these points of view
meet: les extrémes se touchent. Louv and his fellow-promoters of directly felt expe-
rience of the earth underline the need of children to learn about life and death in
nature, and they passionately plea for bringing the real - including dead hearts of
animals - into the classroom. However, when children learn to dissect such hearts,
they “cannot be put back together again,” as Bamford rightly remarks. Here a paradox
opens in the phenomenological desire to get back to “the things themselves.” We can-
not see the heart in action through the skin, but the alternative - the dissection of a
dead heart - can only hint at its workings. Therefore, in my view it would be unwise
to throw the baby out with the bathwater, to do away with 3D renderings of elements
of the human body because they may cause us to move us away from the real. I be-
lieve there is pedagogical value in these new media tools, but we should be careful
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not to lose that other component of creativity: the skill of imagination, of forming
an image in the mind’s eye. David Abram (1996a) conceives of imagination as an im-
manent attribute of the senses: “imagination is not a separate mental faculty (as we
so often assume) but is rather the way the senses themselves have of throwing them-
selves beyond what is immediately given, in order to make tentative contact with the
other sides of things that we do not sense directly, with the hidden or invisible as-
pects of the sensible” (p. 58). Furthermore, when studying the dissected heart of an
animal, it seems important that neither teacher nor learners ignore the more spiritual
aspect which is that this organ comes from what was once a living being with which
we shared our circumambient universe.

1.6  Nurturing beautiful actions

In this chapter I have tried to outline how the distance between us moderns and the
real of the natural world has gradually grown further and further, from the state of
reverence with which our forefathers once approached a sacred tree, to the obscen-
ity and “circularity of media effects” that characterizes our hyperreal world. Leaning
on Baudrillard, Benjamin and others, I suggested that, at its core, the “nature gap” is
our detachment from direct, unmediated experience. A cloud of virtual media has
deprived us from an embodied access to natural phenomena; when we relate to na-
ture it is more and more a “second-hand” experience. In today’s world of simulation,
we seem to have a diminished discriminatory ability of being capable to determine
reality”

«

whether some things are perhaps “more real” than others. The constructed
of simulation, or hyperreality, breaks with the idea of signs referring to the real reality
behind the signs. Deconstructive postmodernism, holding sway in much of today’s
academia, insists that any attempts to uncover an ultimate reality have become futile
(cf. Spretnak, 1983).

I don't share the view that the reality behind all of its simulations is inaccessible or
even non-existent, and neither do I think that any grasp of it necessarily is our own
(social) construction. In contrast to scholars like Timothy Morton (author of Ecology
without Nature), I want to maintain that there is a domain of otherness of nature “out
there,” which, to us, is “so familiar, and yet so strange” Whether or not it is still ap-
propriate to use the term nature will be one of the themes in the next chapter. Here,
I have sketched the overarching context in which I set out my exploration to see if
there are ways to facilitate participants to reconnect to nature in ways that are less de-
pendent on second-hand experience, and thus perhaps enables a countervailing force
of mindful attention in our “age of interruption” (Friedman, 2006).

We seem to have literally grown out of touch with the earth around us. American
nature writer and lepidopterist Robert Michael Pyle (1993) asserts that one of the
greatest causes of the ecological crisis is the state of personal alienation from nature
in which many people live: “We lack a sense of intimacy with the living world. The
extinction of experience implies a cycle of disaffection. The extinction of experience
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sucks the life from the land, the intimacy from the connection” (p. 140). As we saw,
this (not necessarily consciously noted) state-of-being, of living profoundly discon-
nected from nature, seems to be a trait shared by many people nowadays. With Pyle,
I believe it may very well be one of the root causes for the ecological crisis that the
earth is undergoing today and for the mood of indifference that many people seem to
teel for it. It is hard to care for something that we no longer perceive as being consti-
tutive to what makes us human.

This disparity is one of the underlying reasons that Norwegian eco-philosopher
Arne Naess (1976/1989,1993) called attention to Immanuel Kant’s distinction between
a beautiful act and a moral act. For the Enlightenment thinker, an act is moral if it is
in accordance with one’s ethical duty: one has a moral obligation to do something,
and therefore one does it. More often than not, this may go against one’s inclina-
tions, that is, against what one would want to do. A beautiful act, in contrast, is an act
where one acts with one’s inclinations, one acts in a moral way because that is what
one wants to do. For Naess, we can learn to identify with other humans, with animals
and plants and even ecosystems, but this takes a process of spiritual and psychologi-
cal maturation. As humans we can learn to see ourselves in these other creatures: in
that way the latter become, as it were, part of our own being. By thus identifying with
earth, we want to protect it and by doing so we are actually not acting against our in-
clinations. Naess believes that the desire to act beautifully - rather than merely mor-
ally - is something that can be nurtured already at a very early age. For adults this
seems to be a more difficult thing to do, he feels. They may have to relearn the way
children appreciate the things around them: “Children are more spontaneous in the
sense that reflection and conventional views of things do not yet play such an enor-
mous role. If we could be able to see a little bit more like children, we would gain very
much. That’s a very difficult re-development, to get into this state of children’s inner
life” (Naess, quoted in van Boeckel, 1995b, p. 10).

This, in a nutshell, is the overarching context of my research in the new territory
of AEE: how can we, through art, evoke, ignite and eventually deepen the perfor-
mance of beautiful actions towards nature, in a time of profound ecological crisis?
One of my assumptions that caused me to undertake this present study, is that art
practice can play a pivotal role in this. In contrast to postmodern dystopian views
like the one of Baudrillard, who argues that we can no longer have access to the real
(including real nature), I assume here that developing a connection to nature is still
possible. Moreover, in my view such may be of critical importance if we want to en-
courage performance of the kind of beautiful actions that Naess sponsors, which
necessarily stem from one’s own inner voice. In that regard, I think, with Naess, that
there is a danger in treating the concept of nature as being nothing more than yet
another “social construction” Naess elaborates on this stance and points out what the
consequences are when such a view is taken too rigidly:

You then end up saying: “Nature is without colors, even without shapes, and
even without cause and effect. Because relations of cause and effect are some-
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thing created by human, so there is nothing there - in short: there is nothing
in nature in itself! You have no access to nature in itself” You see, you end up
in complete nonsense.... Even in contemporary so-called postmodernism, na-
ture is only a limiting thing, which you never can really see or appreciate. You
appreciate only your own ways of thinking and feeling and you are completely
determined by your culture, and so on. [In this line of thinking] protection of
nature is a sham. There is something there, but you don't have any access to it.
[This ultimately undermines] the belief in protection of nature as a fast under-
taking for the next two centuries. (Naess, quoted in van Boeckel, 1995b, p. 12)

Through this study on artistically-oriented environmental education, I want to ex-
plore if learners are able to develop some form of a felt and direct connection with
the reality of nature. However, I believe, with Louv and others, that in today’s world
efforts to rediscover and nourish our relationship with the natural world are impeded
by the luring distractions offered by virtual reality. My presupposition is that when
we reflect on ways to remedy the situation, we would do well to follow-up on Naess’s
urge to environmentalists to shift from promoting moral actions to fostering beauti-
ful actions in relationship to the natural world. In this, I regard artistic practice with
groups of participants as having a great and yet hardly charted potential.



2. Connecting art,
education and the
natural environment

The business of art is to reveal the relation between
man and his circumambient universe at the
living moment.

D.H. Lawrence (1925/1985)

Central in this study is the triangle that is formed by the mutual interrelations be-
tween art, pedagogy, and the space in which both are inevitably situated: the envi-
ronment. In this chapter, I first look at the historic antecedents of the field of envi-
ronmental education. From there I proceed with tracking the roots of the view that
artistic practice can afford a deepening of our understanding of the living world.
Subsequently, I examine the way both approaches were brought together in a single
endeavor through arts-based environmental education and other forms of educating
about (or with) nature through art.

I realize - before even starting — that exploring the question whether engag-
ing in arts-based activities in a natural environment enhances one’s ability to bond
with the assumed “real” of nature makes me susceptible to the charge of being
guided by a Romantic nostalgia for a lost initial unity. However, I am just as aware
that an effective strategy to neutralize advocates of a reconnection with nature is
to label them immediately as Romantics, with all of its pejorative connotations, so
that one doesn’t have to take them serious any longer. But rather than to opt here
for the immediate Pavlovian response to the Romanticist charge by demonstrating
how contemporary, in fact, such efforts are, I think it is more fruitful to investigate
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a bit more in-depth whether there is indeed an affinity to Romanticism in such
pursuits.

In fact, any history of both art education and environmental education would
be incomplete without tracing some of its roots in the Romantic Movement.
Characteristic to this highly influential movement in literature and art that was stron-
gest during the late 18th and early 19th centuries was that its proponents aimed to
make room for the expansion of human capacities and wanted to undo the restric-
tive grip in which systematic forms of empirical and rational cognition held the hu-
man psyche (Geuss, 2005). However, as Brandon Watson (2005) notes, it is too sim-
plistic to discard the Romantic position as being anti-science. What its proponents
opposed to, rather, was scientism, which destroys the wonder of the world through
what Watson aptly typifies as “the Merely syndrome,” for which a rainbow is merely
a refracted spectrum, animal behavior is merely genes and environment, the moon is
merely a piece of rock in empty space: “On the Romantic view, the Merely syndrome
is a pernicious attitude that involves continually missing the point. In the Romantic
universe there is no such thing as ‘merely’: things are valued for what they are, and
you can’t fully understand anything by reducing it down.” Rather than relying one-
sidedly only on science and rationality, Romantics put their trust in the added dimen-
sions that intuition, feeling and individuality can bring.” It is in this context that for
Goethe, Blake and other Romantics the power of the human imagination was one of
the central preoccupations.

2.1 The idea of the child and the artist as pure interpreters of nature

Let me admit straight up that there is much in the Romantics’ lamentation about the
loss of a felt connection to nature with which I can identify. They held that the truth
of nature - its ultimate, underlying reality - is best apprehended or revealed by the
child or the artist. Take for example Wordsworth’s Ode to Immortality (1820) in which
he, with a tragic sense of the inevitable, regretted losing the clarity of vision he once
had as a child: “There was a time when meadow, grove and stream / The earth, and
every common sight / To me did seem / Appareled in celestial light/ The glory and the
freshness of a dream. / It is not now as it hath been of yore; — / Turn wheresoer I may
/ By night or day / The things which I have seen I now can see no more” Once we pass
into adolescence, Wordsworth’s poem seems to express, we loose the sense of inno-
cence and enthusiasm we had when we as young children were still obliviously im-
mersed in nature. Therefore, to Wordsworth, a child six years of age is superior to
an adult in his or her appreciation of the beauty of nature; he addressed such a child

7  Wordsworth seems to have thematized the Merely syndrome in his mocking depiction of the char-
acter “Peter Bly”: A primrose by the river’s brim / A yellow primrose was to him; / And It was nothing
more. Commenting on this poem, Gregory Bateson suggests that an alternative approach would be
to meet the primrose with recognition and empathy, and by primarily asking the aesthetic question:
“How are you related to this creature? What pattern connects you to it?” (1979, p. 9)
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as a seer, prophet and philosopher in one: “Thou best philosopher, who yet dost keep /
Thy heritage, thou eye among the blind, / That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep,
/ Haunted for ever by the eternal mind, — / Mighty prophet! Seer blest! / On whom those
truths do rest, / Which we are toiling all our lives to find....” (Wordsworth, cited in
Givens, 2010, pp. 247-248)

Being adults, we now have to resort to art, several Romantics held, if we are to
again truly appreciate and understand the workings of nature. Goethe for example
held, that “Beauty is a manifestation of the secret laws of nature which, without art,
would have remained hidden from us” (Goethe, cited in Nobel, p. 161). Moreover,
“He to whom Nature has begun to reveal her open mystery comes to experience an
irresistible yearning for her most worthy interpreter, namely for art” (Goethe, cited in
Harrison, Wood & Gaiger, 1998, p. 75). And Friedrich Schelling (1775-1854) viewed art
and science as complementary modes of inquiry. Aesthetic intuition offered an addi-
tional lens for understanding phenomena thereby illuminating that which science on
its own could not. By uniting the unconscious and conscious, art, to Schelling, was a
way of knowing; a way of moving to the ideal realm. For him the creative act was the
highest of human achievements (Strauch-Nelson, 2012).

In the following, I will look more closely at these two primal and supposedly more
pure interpreters of nature that the Romantics identified, respectively the child and
the artist.

In her book The Ecology of Imagination in Early Childhood, Edith Cobb
(1977/1993) studied the biographies of three hundred creative thinkers since the six-
teenth century and found that each of them seemed to have had particular strong ex-
periences of self and nature, and these experiences took place during a specific phase
of their childhood. They were awakened to some new potential, and that awakening
itself was caused by “an acute sensory response to the natural world” (p. 30). For this
to happen, there seems to be a relatively short “window of opportunity” in a human’s
life, according to Cobb: “There is a special period, the little-understood, prepubertal,
halcyon, middle age of childhood, approximately from five or six to eleven or twelve
... when the natural world is experienced in some highly evocative way, producing in
the child a sense of some profound continuity with natural processes...” (1959, p. 538).
She held that this ecological sense of continuity with nature was not something mys-
tical in its colloquial sense. Rather, she believed it was basically aesthetic and infused
with a deep longing to know and to be. Cobb is not alone in this idea of demarcating
a specific period in childhood in which this openness to the natural world is most
strongly present.® For my discussion here I find two aspects of Cobb’s “special period”

8  Joseph Chilton Pearce (1977/1992) in his Magical Child, for example, speaks of the period of the earth
matrix, when the child, at an age between seven and eleven, functionally separates from direct de-
pendence on its mother and is ready to move out to learn about the earth. And David Sobel (1996)
points out that for children from eight to eleven, the geographical range expands rapidly beyond the
house and yard. Their central focus becomes the “explorable landscape” (p. 12). In the period between
ages twelve and fifteen, their maps continue to expand in scope, but they also become more abstract.
Favorite places are now out of the woods, into town. Thus in that latter age group, the special window,
allowing for strong and evocative experiences of the natural world, diminishes again.
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particularly important. The first is that there must be something in the relationship
between children of that age and nature that evokes such strong experiences — clearly
there seems to be particular strong receptivity in humans during this period in their
lives. The second is that this window of potentiality seems to shut itself when adoles-
cence begins and we move to maturity. If this is the case can we then, as adults, still
experience a sense of profound continuity with nature?

In the opening pages of this thesis I inserted a long quotation of Rainer Maria
Rilke, in which he suggests that the tragedy of ordinary humans is that they only see
the surface of things, as their eyes are focused almost entirely on other humans. Rilke
contrasts this with what he observes among certain solitary children, who relate to
nature in a special way. They feel “a kind of like-mindedness and life within her” and
are “entirely at one with the happenings of forest and sky” When these children grow
up physically, he says, they enter a period of deep melancholy: they feel that nature
no longer has sympathy for them. Some of these persons remain unwilling to leave
the nature they have lost. Consciously and willfully, they try to come as near to her
again as they were in their childhood without knowing it at that time. For Rilke, these
latter people are artists: poets, painters, composers or architects. Because they cannot
get nature to care for them, “they see their task to be the understanding of Nature so
that they may take their place somewhere in her great design” By doing so, they de-
liver a service to mankind, he believed. Through these isolated and lonely ones, all of
humanity comes nearer to nature:

[T]he peculiar value of art, [is] that it is the medium in which man and land-
scape, form and world, meet and find one another. In actuality they live beside
one another, scarcely knowing aught of one another, and in the picture, the
piece of architecture, the symphony, in a word, in art, they seem to come to-
gether in a higher, prophetic truth, to rely upon one another, and it is as if, by
completing one another, they become that perfect unity, which is the very es-
sence of a work of art. (Rilke, 1902/1965)

With this, Rilke forges a direct link from early childhood - the period of middle
childhood that Cobb talks about - to the mature life of the artist. The risk here is
of course that the child is mystified as an Other, much along the same lines as was
done in early anthropology, with native peoples in the European colonies. As Grant
Crichfield (1978) has pointed out, the categories in which Romantic thinkers in the
European primitivist tradition traditionally sought a (imaginary) ground to criti-
cize the institutions and customs of their own society were the “natural child” (cf.
Rousseau’s Emile); the “Noble Savage” (Montaigne), and the madman or lunatic (p.
835). In a similar vein, pedagogue Gunilla Dahlberg (1997/2007) remarks: “The image
of the child as innocent and even a bit primitive has been intriguing for many centu-
ries. It is a construction which contains both fear of the unknown - the chaotic and
uncontrollable - and a form of sentimentalization, almost a utopian vision, where
childhood is seen as the golden age. This is Rousseau’s child....” (p. 45).
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Despite such reservations about adult constructions and appropriations of child-
hood and criticisms of a too simplistic “nature knows best” and anti-science orienta-
tion in the Romantic Movement, environmental education as it exists today is deeply
indebted to the pioneering work of some of its members as will become more clear
in the further course of this thesis. For the moment, this introduction was aimed to
provide a fitting context before moving on, to how educators seek to enhance under-
standing of our environment in our day and age.

2.2 The dawning of environmental education

We have had half a century of environmental education and the world is getting
worse.® So far, there is little indication that a substantial amount of people in the
modern industrial world are inclined to change their behavior in response to new sci-
entific knowledge on such cumulative and synergetic ecological threats such as global
warming, mass species extinction, deforestation, erosion of topsoil, et cetera. A key
point of departure in this study is that the current ecological crisis urgently calls for
a fundamental reorientation of our practices of teaching about the living world and
how to live more sustainably in it. A major criticism of the kind of education about
our natural environment as often practiced today is that it seems insufficiently ca-
pable of reaching the hearts and minds of the learners (cf. Russell, 1999; Sobel, 1996,
2008). Rather, fear and anxiety of environmental problems potentially turn it into a
counter-productive activity, a phenomenon that David Sobel has termed “ecophobia”
(2008, p. 146). A one-sided focus on the scope and magnitude of today’s array of en-
vironmental crises can cause feelings of personal inadequacy and even despair. The
result can paradoxically be an even further detachment from nature. If reflection on
the relation between humans and nature is seen as a limiting endeavor rather than
something that can enrich ones life, and if an ecological lifestyle is seen only as re-
striction and austerity, people will accept it only as a last resort.

In this section I will make an effort at tracing the history of the concept of en-
vironmental education (hereafter often abbreviated as EE). I distinguish it from the
more narrowly defined fields of outdoor education and experiential learning, though
I recognize that they have a lot in common. I proceed with discussing some of the
contrasting ways in which interfaces of the basic concepts that guide this exploration,
namely nature, art and education are employed in the current debate. I give an over-
view of some of the diverging viewpoints and articulate my own position.

A widely used definition of environmental education originates from the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (1970), in which reference is
made to both the natural and cultural environment. IUCN underlines the impor-
tance of fostering a different attitude among learners:

9 I owe this line to the title of a book by psychologist James Hillman, Weve Had a Hundred Years of
Psychotherapy - And the World’s Getting Worse (1992).
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Environmental education is the process of recognizing values and clarifying
concepts in order to develop skills and attitudes necessary to understand and
appreciate the inter-relatedness among man, his culture and his bio-physical
surroundings. Environmental education also entails practice in decision-mak-
ing and self-formulation of a code of behavior about issues concerning envi-
ronmental quality. (IUCN, cited in Palmer, 1998, p. 7)

Joy Palmer found that the words “environment” and “education” do not appear to
have been used in conjunction with each other until the mid-1960s (ibid., p. 4). EE
was born within modernity, as a reaction to the impact of unbridled capitalism: it was
mainly about resolving and preventing the problems caused by the impact of human
activities on ecological systems. In the early years of its rise, in the 1970s, pedagogical
models primarily focused on learning problem-solving and environmental manage-
ment skills within the framework of science education. Its aim was to change the be-
havior of individuals.

To many educators at the time, however, EE represented, first of all, a continua-
tion of naturalistic romanticism in which nature education through personal experi-
ence - of the environment as nature — was central (Sauvé, 1999). Undeniably, in its
evolution, EE has incorporated significant influence of eighteenth-and nineteenth-
century thinkers such as Goethe, Rousseau, Haeckel and Froebel (Palmer 1998).

This embedding also comes across in how EE is currently still conceptualized in
North America. In a characteristic definition it is being referred to as “organized ef-
forts to teach about how natural environments function and, particularly, how hu-
man beings can manage their behavior and ecosystems in order to live sustainably.*°
The immediate reference to natural environments — rather than to any type of en-
vironment, including the built and urban environment - may have to do with part
of environmental education’s roots in the nature study movement, which had its
strongest momentum in the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century. One of its goals was to reconcile scientific investigation with spiritual and
personal experiences gained from interaction with the natural world (cf. Armitage,
2009). Nature study was an attempt at “teaching children science” with the aim that
they would “understand animal and plant life in environmental context” (Kohlstedt,
2010, p. 3). In section 2.6, I will look more in depth at this movement, which itself
emerged from the naturalist tradition of the times.

Environmental education can be taught at all levels of education, from kinder-
garten through the post-secondary level and is particularly practiced as non-formal
education or informal education. EE has crossover with the disciplines of outdoor
education and experiential education. Outdoor education means learning “in” and
“for” the outdoors. The curriculum is extended and enriched through outdoor expe-
riences. Experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), closely related to this, is a process through

10 See, as just one of several cases in point, the online glossary of the Nevada Natural Resource
Education Council: http://www.nnrec.org/info/glossary.shtml.
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which a learner constructs knowledge, skill and value from direct experience (though
this doesn’t necessarily has to take place in an outside environment). This “learning
by doing” can be understood as a process and method to deliver the ideas and skills
associated with environmental education. Lucie Sauvé (1999) points out that from the
1980s onwards, EE gradually entered the postmodern era, with new offshoots such
as place-based education (Orr, 1992; Sobel 2004) and ecological (or eco-) literacy (Orr,
1992; Barlow & Stone, 2005), Characteristic for the new “grassroots EE movement”
is its emphasis on experiential and concrete knowledge which is held up against
“scientific” knowledge (Sauvé, 1999, p. 14). In place-based education, for example,
the students’ local community is regarded one of the primary resources for learning
and acquiring a “sense of place”. Students should first have a grounding in an under-
standing of their surrounding environment before they move on to broader subjects.
Place-based education is often hands-on and always related to something in the real
world. It is clear that there exists a wide range of conceptions of what EE is, ranging
from teaching of ecology or environmental sciences to a new kind of education that is
based on the premise that “we ourselves are an environment” (cf. Sauvé, p. 15).

In Sauvés view, EE has taken a step backwards in the wake of the official inter-
national discourse that followed the Brundtland Report (Our Common Future) in
1987 and the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (better
known as the Earth Summit) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Sustainable development be-
came the new buzz word and education had to aim for that. In effect, EE was reduced
to a tool as can already be seen in the array of titles that various endeavors were giv-
en: “education for sustainable development,” “education for a sustainable future,” or
simply, “education for sustainability” According to Sauvé, the official discourse of
education for sustainable development follows the rational-technological paradigm
of education; it associates education with a “transfer of scientific and technological
knowledge” Rather than promoting critical thinking, it considers education as a
means for placing human potential in the service of economic growth (Sauvé, 1999,
p. 25). Stephen Sterling (2003), co-editor of Education for Sustainability (1996) argues
the same. He identifies both in EE and in education for sustainable development a
discourse that is “strongly instrumental” — at the expense of a reflection on the intrin-
sic value of learning and the nature of the learning and teaching experience itself (pp.
225-226). Early EE discourse, he maintains, was less overtly instrumental. Though
there has been a huge explosion of interest in EE and training worldwide in the last
decades, the results of all this work are “disappointing,” Sterling concludes. The pro-
grams in the formal and non-formal sectors “have made some, but not a great deal of
difference in society’s views on behavior in relation to environment and sustainability
issues” (p. 230).

Already in its early days, several theorist and practitioners of EE saw a need to
dissociate EE practice from pedagogical practices that were centered on transmissive

11 Constance Russell (1999) points at the same tendency within EE to privilege abstract scientific knowl-
edge and textbook learning (p. 124).
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models of teaching and traditional models of learning in which the learner was seen
as a passive recipient of knowledge. Instead they advocated experiential, construc-
tivist and student-centered pedagogies with a strong basis in first-hand experiences.
Though this created many high expectations of the potential transformative pedagog-
ical role of EE in society, there still is little research done on the actual achievements
in this regard. The topic still needs to be researched in depth; it remains an uncharted
area, as virtually no substantial empirical studies exploring the interrelationship be-
tween EE and creativity can be found (Daskola, Dimos & Kampylis, 2012). The chal-
lenge for EE thus still seems to remain how to engage learners beyond the instrumen-
talist orientation that is characteristic of much of the prevailing modes.

The scholars who have called for a radical reorientation of the prevailing practices
in teaching about the natural environment and about ways in which we can live more
sustainably make a long list by now. To highlight some of them, I list here, respec-
tively, Rachel Carson (1965/1998); David Orr (1992); Gary Paul Nabhan & Stephen
Trimble (1994); David Sobel (1996; 2008); Peter Kahn & Stephen Kellert (2002);
Stephen Sterling (2003); Louise Chawla (2005); Richard Louv (2005); Michael Stone
& Zenobia Barlow (2005); and Mary Jeanne Barrett (2007). The latter, for example
states succinctly that already for several years, environmental educators have been ar-
guing that the culture of schooling (with its common focus on cultural reproduction)
is antithetical to environmental education. However, Barrett maintains that within
this context these same environmental educators often suggest that EE does success-
fully occur in cases where there is a particularly passionate and motivated teacher
who, against all odds and despite several barriers, maintains EE as a priority. In her
research, Barrett found that even strong beliefs, significant skills, and an ideal pro-
gram structure do not lead to the implementation of effective EE. On the contrary,
her assessment is that “the privileging of the intellect in research and pedagogy may
be making effective environmental education almost impossible” (Barrett, 2007).

It must be stressed that none of the aforementioned authors takes an anti-science
stance. Their critique pertains to a scientific frame of reference in EE that is too one-
sidedly positivist and reductionist, leaving little or no room for igniting a sense of
wonder.

However, it may be countered that the very aspect of EE that it tends to be science-
centered is what may trigger a sense of awe: for (as this argument goes) it is the feat
of science that it is able to open the doors to previously unfathomed and unexplored
universes both on a macro and micro scale (cf. Dawkins, 1998). Be that as it may, I
grant that, ultimately, the claim that much of today’s EE may be too science-centered
should be made relative to a set of a priori formulated goals of such education, which
could range from a basic level (e.g. of trying to raise the awareness of learners of the
integrity of ecological systems and their biological knowledge in general), to much
wider aims (such as aspiring to increase their understanding of the ecological crisis
and encouraging actions to address it effectively, or making efforts to bridge the sup-
posed “nature gap”). To a more encompassing scope of EE one could also add (and I
will come back to this towards the end of this thesis) the objective of enhancing the
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learners’ abilities to handle ambiguity and uncertainty - conditions which our post-
normal times (Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993) seem to bring along more prominently than
ever before. Here, however, I will refrain from performing such a rigorous assessment
of the merits of EE as practiced today, thus leaving my characterization of it some-
what tentative and presumptuous.

Constance Russell (1999) states that much of EE theory and practice rests on the
assumption that experiences can disrupt our stories (including the stories we tell
ourselves about nature); it holds the idea that human disconnection from nature is
a fundamental problem and that nature experience can foster caring, commitment,
and action. Russell herself, however, questions the linearity between nature experi-
ence and transformed relationships between humans and nature (p. 127). She chal-
lenges declarations of educators and writers who treat nature experience as some sort
of panacea. The problem here might be, she suggests, that nature experience is often
seen to automatically contribute to environmental awareness, commitment, and ac-
tion. Equating nature solely with wilderness and environmentalism exclusively with
protection of nature may do a disservice to EE, limiting its potential. Environmental
educators advocate many other forms of nature experience. However, the pristine na-
ture experience, according to Russell, is often portrayed as the quintessential form to
which other experiences are compared (p. 127).

2.3 Being both part of nature and standing outside of it

From the very outset, one of the stumbling blocks in this study is the aspect of environ-
mental education as a “container concept.” My point of reference is the tradition of arts-
based environmental education as it has been developed in Finland (most notably by
Meri-Helga Mantere, Timo Jokela and others) and which pertains as much to the natural
environment as to the built and urban environment. My conceptualization of EE here
tends to be more limited in scope and runs parallel to Anglo-Saxon connotations of the
concept; it strikes me that it is often used synonymously to outdoor or nature education.
To be sure, the concepts “environment” and “nature” have a long and complex history
and several different meanings, depending on the person using the concept and the con-
text in which the word is used. In Aesthetics and Nature, Glenn Parsons (2008) points out
that in England, the word nature is very commonly used to contrast human civilization
with the uninhabited regions of the Earth. Nature, when conceptualized in this sense, is
a pristine refuge, a place to go to when we say “we go back to nature” Essentially, nature,
in this sense of the word, is “a place unmodified by humanity” and this idea has deep
roots in Western culture. Acknowledging this, Parsons goes on to say that this concept
of nature has received much criticism: “There simply is no place left on the planet that is
unmodified by humanity” (p. 2). Even in the most remote wilderness areas, he says, we
can see and hear traces of humanity’s presence. Airplanes and satellites come overhead
and traces of pollutants are found in every corner of the earth. Parsons therefore opts
for holding on to a meaning of nature which is narrower, e.g. the way John Stuart Mill
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referred to nature, as that “what takes place without the agency, or without the vol-
untary and intentional agency of man” (Mill, cited in Parsons, 2008, p. 2). From such
a vantage point, there is plenty of nature left. Mill's concept of nature, however, has
the disadvantage that it draws an arbitrary distinction between nature and the human
world. Seeking a balance, Parsons holds that if we would do away with the concept of
nature altogether, we would throw out the baby with the bath water, for he maintains
that such would rob us from a very useful concept. One reason for clinging on to it
is that we will still want to be able to assess ways in which human activities have an
impact on for example animal migration patterns or the ocean’s currents. If we throw
out the concept of “natural,” according to Parsons, we are left with no general way to
refer to these processes.

Roy Ellen (1996) asserts that the view that nature is culturally construed and defined,
and even “constructed,” has become a commonplace in anthropology and the history of
ideas (and I would add that this occurred well beyond these domains of scholarship).
But while the view of what it is exactly that constitutes nature varies cross-culturally be-
tween different populations and over time, Ellen suggests that in this multiplicity of con-
ceptions of nature, three underlying cognitive propensities can be identified. The first he
mentions, the “thinginess” of nature, is somewhat tautological. Humans have an inclina-
tion to identify natural kinds of things as being part of a whole that we call nature. But
in this description Ellen already seems to take as a given that certain kinds of things can
be identified as “natural” The two other predispositions that he singles out are more to
the point in my view and in the following I dwell on them more extensively. The sec-
ond shared propensity for Ellen is the “otherness” of nature: in Western conceptions of
nature, it is most clearly recognizable as that what is “out there” Reminiscent of Mills’
definition of nature, it is that “what is not ourselves and ‘that which can take care of it-
self” (p. 7). Recently, Timothy Morton (2010) has also scrutinized this same propensity,
of regarding nature as something alien and alienated, as always being “over yonder;” and
it leads him to the following observation: “Just like a reflection, we can never actually
reach it and touch it and belong to it. Nature was an ideal image, a self-contained form
suspended afar, shimmering and naked behind glass like an expensive painting” (p. 5).
It will come as no surprise that Morton argues that we could well do away with the out-
dated concept of nature, hence the provocative title of one of his books, Ecology Without
Nature (2007).

The use of the word nature somehow suggests that we can step out if it and look at it
from a distance. In that respect it is remarkable that in many indigenous cultures there is
no rigid separation between the world of human persons and that of non-human agen-
cies and entities. In the view of American novelist Peter Matthiessen, who lived among
several indigenous peoples across the globe and published extensively on his findings,
we already set ourselves apart from it by using terms like “nature” or “wilderness™

Many forms of behavior and ritual in indigenous cultures show the sense of
connection the people feel with the world around them.... We can’t conscious-
ly adopt Indian attitudes toward nature because traditional people don't have
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any attitudes toward nature. They are nature. Wilderness is a false concept to
them. They have no word for it. (Matthiessen, cited in White, p. 239)

The third and last cognitive propensity towards nature that Ellen (1996) lists is the con-
ceptualization of nature as an essence. This attitude comes from the inclination humans
apparently have to essentialize phenomena that we regard as vague or which are un-
known to us. We do this, for example, when we contrast nature to nurture, or instinct
to reason, or wildness to control. Such dichotomies not only serve us to locate things
in the world but they also allow us to charge them subsequently with a moral weight,
like when we say that something is unnatural (and thus, by implication, reprehensible).
Ellen is keen to point out that nature and culture often cannot be resolved into a single
dichotomy; the lines are not always that clearly drawn. For certain peoples, for example,
there is no necessary link between “the natural world” and “human nature”

An uncommon perspective on the nature-culture contrast is brought in by an-
thropologist Tim Ingo