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Foreword

Undisciplined Stories

Carol J. Adams

In the beginning was a story, and we settled into the story, comforted, knowing that even though there would be tension, probably trauma, and even terror as we moved through the story, a reconciliation was guaranteed before the ending. Traditional endings are optimistic, providing closure. Beginnings can be pessimistic, because they assume the trajectory of the story will resolve the pessimism, set things right. Does assuming there can be a happy ending to a story function like resilience approaches to climate change, that assume the climate emergency of our era can be transcended, be overcome?

Thinking forward, now, in the Anthropocene, which I see as a shorthand term for conveying the challenges of our climate emergency, means living with despair and grief—vigilant mourning, as Joshua Trey Barnett calls it; vulnerable mourning we might say.

Once upon a time in the Anthropocene, there was a need for new stories, new approaches, new methodologies, for the end of the story seemed to be written and the reassurances had dropped away like passenger pigeons shot from the sky.

In these pages, we learn of

polar bear fatigue

glaciers calving

ice loss

algal blooms

more than human grieving

fox and elephant funerals

species decimated and disappeared

animals butchered

serial killing machines called “trawlers”

orcas grieving

poisoned watersheds

rivers of sludge

climate grief

koalas with bandaged paws

We are reminded about how much has been lost.

Perhaps, now, the book and its finiteness signal to us the many endings that have already transpired. The endings of ice caps and great auks. The losses described herein are earth shattering and water quaking. Grief becomes a part of our lives, this ecological mourning. Here you are, grief, my friend, reminding me of what and who I cherish:

the Labrador duck

the Carolina parakeet

the Heath hen

the elephants under threat

the people whose names are on the AIDS quilt

the dead in the pandemic of 2020

A pandemic that we know has been mishandled in the United States by a racist, xenophobic, misogynist president put in place by an electoral system created to protect slavery and favor the slave states. A pandemic resulting from anthropocentric priorities that maintain animal agriculture, one of the major sources of viruses that jump to the human from animals.

This anthology opens a space of engagement, a process of interrogating the local and keeping the eye on the global. The chapters affirm our ability to be thinking, caring, relational, engaged beings. They call for our attention, not just the attention of reading, but the attention of, well, attention, as Simone Weil defined it: all our neighbor asks is that we ask, “What are you going through?” and listen to the answer. Making associations, finding relationships, cherishing relationships, perceiving

coral reefs

grouse in tall grass

oysters

purple finch

chickadees

rose-breasted grosbeak

hawks

shrikes

blue jays

Asking

ants

pigeons

wolves

octopuses

mushrooms

cranes

oaks

salmon

mussels

the western pond turtle

“What are you going through?”

In the pages that follow, the authors name the ruptures caused by an anthropocentric worldview and they rupture that normativity. Our language is one of hubris and mastery, and stories of intimate relations have to resist the inertia of dominant narratives. They require the discipline of attention but must be free of any one discipline. We find new forms of communication in

owl gratitude

the dialects of trees

fungal fables

an imaginary garden

incomplete mourning

interactive art

seeking to undo

the tourist gaze

the white gaze

the male gaze

the anthropocentric gaze

the colonial gaze

the climate gaze

The chapters in these pages help to unsettle categories, giving us undisciplined stories. They speak of animals, vegetables, mushrooms and oysters, psychedelic boom and fungal bloom, of cripping animal law and notions of personhood for rivers. And they suggest art as equally important as activism and scholarship; art as activism and scholarship but also as a way to respond to pessimism, depression, anomie, and alienation. Art is a form of intimate relations.

I found myself in relationship to artists who shared their work with me after reading The Sexual Politics of Meat. Even when they are addressing painful subjects, I sense the optimism of art itself, that it can intervene, that it can meditate on disaster in a way different from other forms. This is liberating. The sections devoted to art offer such perspectives, providing antiphonal voices within the book.

While we sleep, snails are in the world, leaving a trail. Moving at their own pace—one we usually only see by its trace—they traverse over soil and concrete. When the sun shines in a certain way, we can see their trails. We can see where they have been. In these chapters, I like to think that ecofeminism is the snail trail, illuminating what came before, for I am heartened by how ecofeminist themes move in and out of different chapters. Over the past fifty years, ecofeminist writings have emphasized relationality over autonomy, identified problematic value hierarchies and the accompanying function of false dualisms, and expanded the feminist ethics of care to a more-than-human world. Ecofeminism contributes immensely to the dismantling of the siloed nature of scholarship, as it articulated the overlap and intersections of oppressions of race, gender, sex, species, earth, and sea. And ecofeminism helped to lift up the writings of Simone Weil, whose notion of attention grounds intimate relations. Ecofeminism helped catalyze animal studies, posthumanist studies, animality studies, and ecostudies.

From ecofeminism we learned how first we anthropomorphized humans, then we anthropomorphized the other animals, as it suited us. Ecofeminism also maintains a commitment to understanding how representations work to reinforce dominance or facilitate liberation. I like to think about the ways that ecofeminism has helped with the unmaking of dominant narratives, inspiring the new approaches we find here, the resistance to locating resistance in any one discipline.

A book offers evidence of connections threading through it, like that snail’s trail across concrete. In these pages, we find the traces of relationships among writers, influences, inspirations. So many disruptions needed; so many boundaries crossed.

A snail trail suggests movement and messaging in a nonanthropocentric way. We are vigilant about the need to resist, resist even our own formulations.

The work of unmaking is a challenging one. Unmaking distinctions reinforced through hierarchies, undoing silos of learning that restrict approaches, unsettling categories.

Enjoy the undisciplining in Intimate Relations.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Intimate Relations for Earthly Survival

Alexa M. Dare and C. Vail Fletcher

Stories of Connection

The purpose of this book is to tell a different story about the world. Humans, especially those raised in Western traditions, have long told stories about themselves as individual protagonists who act with varying degrees of free will against a background of mute supporting characters and inert landscapes. Humans can be either saviors or destroyers, but our actions are explained and judged again and again as emanating from the individual. And yet, as the coronavirus pandemic has made clear, humans are unavoidably interconnected not only with other humans but with nonhuman and more-than-human others with whom we share space and time. Why do so many of us humans avoid, deny, or resist a view of the world where our lives are made possible, maybe even made richer, through connection? The title of this Introduction is inspired by Donna Haraway who has consistently and creatively argued that storytelling is an especially powerful tool for, well, saving the world and ensuring multispecies survival. In Staying with the Trouble (2016), Haraway muses poetically that

It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts, what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters what stories make worlds, what worlds make stories. (12)

We are inspired by a new crop of genre-bending (often feminist) writing that draws from art, philosophy, history, science fiction, ecology, biology, and even quantum physics to offer different stories about the urgency of our contemporary epoch (variously characterized as the Anthropocene or the Chthulucene or the Capitalocene) and to lay the groundwork for the mass changes needed to counteract violent, degrading, and world-destroying “business as usual” practices: industrial agriculture, fossil fuel extraction and consumption, and ecosystem degradation, among others. Books like Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene (Tsing, Swanson, Gan, Bubant 2017), Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (Haraway 2016), and The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Tsing 2015) attempt to tell stories about the world that recognize how humans are deeply interconnected with nonhuman animals and ecosystems. The purpose of this storytelling is not just symbolic. The writers see these more expansive views of biological interconnection as having the potential to resist capitalist/neoliberal practices in ways that more traditional political or scientific arguments have been unsuccessful.

Communicating about Collapse

The Anthropocene, the human-shaped geologic era we now occupy, presents challenges too huge to comprehend, damage too tragic to contemplate, and a reality that mocks the wholly insufficient language of “solutions” many humans yearn to imagine. We have spent too long fretting about the impossibility of “fixing” the damage that humans have done to the environment, whether climate change, mass extinction, or ecosystem destruction. And the vast majority of the writing about both environmental destruction and possible (or impossible) solutions is from a human-centered perspective with limited acknowledgment of the web of entangled relations that make up our human-nonhuman world. Again and again, researchers and activists alike bemoan the way in which scientific findings (even those that confirm worst-case predictions from earlier research) do not lead to action or change. There is no shortage of approaches to environmental communication that suggest best practices for how to communicate in this crisis era of climate change, mass extinction, worsening pollution, and environmental degradation, yet here we are, more than thirty years after James Hansen broke with scientific norms for how to communicate about scientific findings in public and urged policymakers and the public to take global warming seriously with few significant changes—public, private, or governmental—to address these issues. The carbon-based economy is alive and well, and in a July 2020 research paper, the researchers note that “it now appears extremely unlikely that the climate sensitivity could be low enough to avoid substantial climate change (well in excess of 2°C warming) under a high‐emissions future scenario” (Sherwood et al. 2020, 5). The purpose of this edited volume is to offer a view of life in the Anthropocene where communication is at the heart of our ability to reckon with both the now-ness of environmental crisis and the future of other ways of being-in-relation with our earthly companions. To say that communication is a central feature of the Anthropocene is to argue that communication can be understood as an interface between humans, nonhumans, and the land. Communication, for our purposes, is not simply the transfer of information, but is a connector, an articulator, a mechanism for building connections and networks. Importantly, humans are always communicating with each other, with nonhuman beings, and the land, although in Western cultures we tend to think of communication as something unique to humans and to reduce communication to language. As Emily Plec (2012) suggests in one of the first communication books devoted to human-nonhuman communication, researchers must expand “our understanding of communication beyond that very human obsession with the structure and substance of verbal utterances. Animals, including humans, speak not only via vocalization but also in scent, posture, eye gaze, even vibration” (3). The chapters in Intimate Relations reach far beyond the “structure and substance of verbal utterances” and offer insight into a wealth of possibilities for recognizing and honoring modes of connection with living beings.

Intimacy

In this volume, we suggest a view of communication as intimacy. We use this concept as a provocation for thinking about how we humans are in an always-already state of being-in-relation with other humans, nonhumans, and the land. Inspired by Kath Weston, whose (2017) Animate Planet offers several cases that describe “new intimacies” between humans, animals, and their surroundings, we argue that “intimate relations” offer an explanation of both environmental degradation and of alternative worlding. The concept of intimacy offers a way of thinking about the entanglement and interconnectedness of human-nonhuman relations and the ways in which such entanglement is often overlooked by humans. But this is only part of the story. Intimacy, as a concept, includes resonances of love, care, commitment, and sensuousness. To think with intimacy is to think about being-in-relation in a particular way that centers care: for each other and the earth. Care is a way of characterizing the filaments of interconnectivity that bind us together. Especially in this moment of aerosolized transmission of a deadly pathogen, our cultural ideas about connectivity are a jumbled mix of contradictory values: On the one hand, many of us are longing for a pre-pandemic version of human connection that includes touch and physical presence. And yet we also feel anxiety at the proximity of seen and unseen strangers, human and nonhuman, whose closeness can literally sicken or kill us. Pity the humans who, having been fed a steady diet of anthropocentric individualism their entire lives, must now navigate the material contradictions that entanglement presents to their narratives of individuality. The writers and artists in this volume tell stories of how to live in connection with other beings in the face of crisis.

Entanglement

The notion of “entanglement” that we use here is inspired by Karen Barad, who draws from her expertise in both quantum physics and feminist theory. In an influential 2003 article, she proposes what she calls relational ontology as a corrective to overly discursive approaches to social worlds. Drawing insights from quantum physics about the inseparability of the observer and the observed (i.e., that there is no “thing” to be studied that exists prior to the entanglement of researcher-object), Barad names this kind of entanglement an intra-action (as opposed to interaction) in which all elements, human, and nonhuman become together. She explains that “‘human bodies’ and ‘human subjects’ do not preexist as such; nor are they mere end products. ‘Humans’ are neither pure cause nor pure effect but part of the world in its open-ended becoming” (Barad 2003, 821). To think about ecosystems as entangled means that we have to see human actions as always-already tied to, influenced by, and complicit in the actions of other parts of the world, human and nonhuman. Typical ideas about “saving the environment,” for example are challenged by this perspective. There is no “environment” separate from the human savior that can be acted on. Glenn Albrecht (2016) offers another way of thinking about entanglement in his plea for “Exiting the Anthropocene and Entering the Symbiocene.” He proposes that the way out of the Anthropocene is to “affirm the interconnectedness of life and all things” (13) and to see such symbiosis as a model for a new politics and way of living.

Being-in-Relation

Intimacy offers a framework for developing alternative ways of thinking about agency-in-relation. Donna Haraway, who builds lovely speculative worlds filled with what she calls “oddkin,” suggests how new forms of relationality might offer insights into more sustainable ways of living. In her 2016 book Staying with the Trouble, she explains the title by suggesting that staying with the trouble “requires making oddkin; that is, we require each other in unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles. We become-with each other or not at all. That kind of material semiotics is always situated, someplace and not noplace, entangled and worldly” (Haraway 2016, 4). Agency here is radically relational and intertwined. Kath Weston, in her engagement with human-nonhuman relationality describes how intimacy with nonhuman others can be “animated” in various sites. So while we might always-already be entangled with other humans and nonhumans, Weston suggests a way to “activate” or “animate” (2017, 4) such relations such that we might recognize or reframe how we see complex social-material issues. To consider human interactions with the world as entangled intimacy is to work within the tradition of posthumanists (and other eco-philosophers) who strive to “decenter the human” in the humanities. Rosi Braidotti (2016), for example, notes that “a posthuman ethics for a non-unitary subject proposes an enlarged sense of interconnection between self and other, including the nonhuman or “earth” others, by removing the obstacle of self-centered individualism” (Interview with Veronese 99). Such a shift from self-centered individualism to an intimate, entangled subject requires new stories, new lexicons, new values.

To use intimacy as a frame for this book, we center two components of relationality: interconnectedness and affect. We propose that individualism and human exceptionalism—two guiding truths in Western philosophy—obscure the many ways in which humans, nonhumans, more-than-humans, and the land are co-dependent, symbiotic, entangled, and otherwise wrapped up in each other’s stories. There is power in telling stories that background individualism and instead strive to notice some of the complex ways that humans are a part of (not apart from) the world. Our focus on intimacy also has an affective component. Affect is the often-overlooked force that binds us together—that, if we look more closely at it, offers clues for how to be (and how we are) entangled with nonhuman others. In this book, we ask how engaging affective questions in unlikely ways, forms, and places opens up new possibilities for how we understand environmental crisis and how the seeds for how to live differently are already planted.

Communicating (in) the Anthropocene/Capitalocene

We “locate” the chapters in this volume within the context of the Anthropocene, or perhaps more accurately the Capitalocene. While both the Anthropocene and the Capitalocene can seem bleak in their terrible destructive enormity, we approach our current era with a steely hope and a desire to, as Anna Tsing proposes, find “life in capitalist ruins.” Timothy Morton (2013) has argued that the Anthropocene should be understood as a “hyperobject,” a concept that, in its hugeness, is almost impossible to comprehend. It is both urgent and on a different scale altogether from the day-to-day life of most people. Traditional (social) scientific methods and typical forms of science communication have been ineffective in fully engaging the magnitude and complexity of climate change, mass extinction, and other large-scale environmental changes. Rather than re-hashing suggestions for how to better tailor messages to audiences or how to (re)frame environmental communication, our volume engages the hyperobject through the lens of intimacy. Using evocative and engaging examples that cut across traditional disciplines, the chapters in this volume take seriously the idea that worlds are made (and remade) through mundane, everyday practices. The communication discipline has a rich tradition of research and theory that examines how mundane everyday practices “construct” social worlds (influenced by sociological theories that privilege the way in which social structures are constructed rather than fixed or natural). Our volume seeks to expand this sense of construction by paying attention to how interspecies intimacy, entanglement, and relations form the building blocks of the Anthropocene. To use intimacy as a guiding framework for thinking about relations and relationality in the Anthropocene, our goal is to offer a new and accessible way to consider both environmental harm and possibilities for seeing and living otherwise. We see how the thread of mass extinction is unavoidably connected to the thread of systematic forms of racist disenfranchisement and the creation of sacrifice zones. The world-changing effects of human (masculine) violence are on full display in 2020. (Climate) refugees detained in inhuman conditions, unrelenting state-sponsored (police) violence against Black, Indigenous and People of Color, and widespread environmental degradation, especially in communities of color, are impossible to look away from. The chapters below offer rich and impassioned examples of what it might look like to truly accept that we are all entangled in relations of intimacy.

An Invitation and Beginning

We have arranged the below story into five sections according to what we perceive as naturally forming pairings of ideas and/or perspectives, but we acknowledge that these works could easily be arranged again and again in varying ways to reveal and tell different contrasting stories. Some of these chapters are in tension, offering opposing viewpoints that could lead our audience to feel disjointed. Yet all of this work disrupts commonly held narratives in Western culture by centering intimacy and intimate relations as paramount for our survival.

Part I of the book, Grief, Resilience and Storytelling, immediately acknowledges the deepness of what we are currently grappling with (or not!) in the Anthropocene. It is a recognition that we are experiencing collective despair and that our usual ways of coping are no longer viable. Instead the reader is invited to walk-into our grief and stay there until we can see ourselves anew in our entanglement: To see compassion, love, and care as centerpieces to our relationship with our planet. And then this section offers trouble. Resilience is not enough. Many of our tools are not going to be enough. We are going to need to reimagine ourselves and our capabilities.

Part II, Nonhuman Collaborators: Oysters, Birds, and Elephants, demands more intent listening and attention to specific species and urges the reader to consider how nonhuman animals communicate with us and indeed are collaborators, resistors, and disruptors within our human-animal worlds. They are not passive actors, instead they are autonomous creatures with imagination, resolution skills, and do communicate with each other and us. Authors from across the globe recognize how oysters, birds, and elephants use their agency, and as a method of disrupting anthropocentric thinking, strategically anthropomorphize (Bennett 2010) these nonhuman animal persons, inviting them to speak for themselves. These contributions are often charming, always tender, and pointedly asking for recognition of the problems we humans create for our earthly co-inhabitants.

Part III, Plants and Other Family Members, is a fun adventure into the rhizomatic understory of plants. Here, the authors crack open the tightly held belief that plants are cognitively inanimate, unknowable, and not human co-conspirators. In its place, the reader is offered the most fantastic peek into how mushrooms, plant reproduction and motherhood, and plant personhood are critical and unique intellectual, metaphorical, and literal collaborators in our human adventure and life cycle. This section makes you weep as you recall all the times and ways you refused to “see” plants as friends and family members, and yet what you are left with is not shame or remorse (although you could easily feel these things, too) but a call to ground yourself in roots, deep empathy, and psilocybin.

Part IV, Nonhuman Agency, Activism, and Legal Personhood, is pragmatic and sensible. It helps us further consider and untangle legal framings and policy obligations that feel outdated and immoral but still real barriers to our environmental intimacy revolution. Legal Personhood, the role of imagery and technology, and mediated understandings of nature all unfold here. These authors know that the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house (Audre Lorde 1984), and yet they delightfully encourage and demand that we don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater in our desperation to create our new world. We need to find pathways through.

Part V, Gender, Earthly Intimacies, and Other Trouble, turns the reader upside down with its blinding reminder of all that we have forgotten about our problematic behavior as humans. Our convenience culture, our addiction to plastics, our imperialist, white-supremacist, capitalist, patriarchal (bell hooks 2013) culture that erodes our opportunities for peace, healthy soil, and interspecies connection is put forth and interrogated with a painful obviousness of where we have gone astray. The outcomes of these human ways are crushing: enormous wildfires that kill a billion animals, seething toxic masculinities that undermine any attempts at gentleness as a way of being in the world, and the congealed floating masses of slime and junk and grease in our oceans and sewers. It’s painful and necessary to have this mirror held up, and still our authors lessen the blow by reminding us of how we can still proceed in deepening our relationships and perhaps even enjoying our time here on earth more.

The chapters in this book vary in their appearance, tone, and style. In our attempt to disrupt what Plec calls “that very human obsession with the structure and substance of verbal utterances” (2015, 3), in addition to the full-length chapters, we wanted to include a collection of chapters that represent Arts-Based Knowing. These are twelve contributions from individuals on the frontlines of poetically reimagining our futures, using art, poetry, speculative prose, and other creative forms. These contributions are powerful invitations to world-making: art functions to plant us in the ground that birthed us, bringing us down into the depths of our emotions and exploding our hearts as we recognize how much longing we have for intimacy with our surroundings. Because, you see, we have not been fully born until we can commune with all of the flora and fauna and more-than-human charisma of our universe and planet.

We hope reading this book changes you—that it plucks you up and throws you into a river of reflection, remembrance, and reverence. It is a prayer, really, absent religion and human-centered thinking—a prayer for your beingness, becomingness, and for your consideration of our earthly intimacies as part of you.
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Part I

Grief, Resilience, and Storytelling


Chapter 2

Vigilant Mourning and the Future of Earthly Coexistence

Joshua Trey Barnett 

Mourning is all too often described as a kind of untethering, a severing of the ties that bind one to another. Consider Sigmund Freud’s account in “Mourning and Melancholia.” “The fact is,” Freud explains matter-of-factly, “that when the work of mourning is completed the ego becomes free and uninhibited again” (1953, 154). Having finished this “work,” Freud’s mourner emerges emancipated. Mourning would, therefore, seem to consist of unweaving intimacies and relinquishing the emotional bonds that bind us to who and what exceed the self. This is perhaps what we mean when, in ordinary language, we speak of “getting over” the death of another or “moving on” in the wake of a loss.

Yet, mourning is not simply—nor, I would add, usually or even ideally—a kind of abandonment. Impoverished is the idea that we must “let go” of what has been lost in order to free ourselves up to establish new bonds, new connections, new intimacies. And, indeed, there may be something deeply unethical in the demand to grieve privately and efficiently, to carry out the work of mourning as quickly and completely as possible. There are other ways. “Mourning,” Jacques Derrida once wrote, “must be impossible. Successful mourning is failed mourning” (2004, 159). In this stunning inversion of Freud’s explanation, Derrida not only thrusts mourning’s very possibility into question. More importantly, Derrida also destabilizes the notion of successful mourning. Whereas Freud believed that “successful” mourning meant
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