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ditor’s LogE
Encounters with the more-than-human 
as a moment of pedagogy. The presumed 
separation of humans from other animals, 
plants, objects, things, or the elements 
represents a Western conception of a world 
divided. It could be argued that these values 
permeate dominant educational models but 
are not universally upheld. In what ways 
can we learn through a critical exploration 
of our more-than-human encounters? What 
is “more-than-human”? Is there a division 
between the human and non-human, and if 
so, where does it begin?

This special edition assumes an entangled 
world. How do we become more attuned 
to our entanglement with factors beyond 
humanity? What does that look like? Our 
intention is to present diverse voices and 
their encounters with the more-than-
human. Some authors intentionally sought 
out these encounters, while others were 
unintentionally confronted by more-than-
human agency. A theme throughout is the 
potentiality and impact of these encounters 
in renegotiating our relationships to others 
and challenging previously held beliefs. 
We hope the narratives presented will be 
engaging for educators and learners alike 
and encourage critical consideration of how 
living in an entangled world consistently 
shapes our thinking, movements, and 
behaviour in multifaceted ways. 

The selected articles lead us on a journey, 
but one that doesn’t require much distance 
from the every day. Wendi Palmer, Justine 

Woods, Cédric Trahan and Nina Bakan 
set the stage for being open and receptive 
to the world beyond human constructs. 
This world can be a source of awe and 
wonder, but it is here and ever present, 
rather than a romantic, other-worldly ideal. 
Following, Chris Peters describes how cod 
fishing with his students is one way to 
engage and learn from, with, and through 
place. The next two articles by Carly 
Wiechnik and Bob Henderson emphasize 
the importance of being-with non-human 
species. Western culture tends to cultivate 
a human/animal divide, a social norm 
that fails to address the inherent animality 
within all of us. Coming to terms with 
our interspecies enmeshment can be 
simultaneously frightening, amazing, and 
also a learning experience. Finally, Tanya 
Behrisch reminds us that death is as much 
a part of life as living.  The paradox of 
life as simultaneously finite and cyclical 
represents another form of more-than-
human entanglement. These explorations 
provide insight into how more-than-human 
encounters can complicate, disrupt, and 
enrich dominant educational pedagogies 
and praxis. We hope you enjoy it.

We are pleased to share that due to an 
overwhelming response in submissions for 
this issue, we will be releasing a second 
issue on the same topic. 
 
 
Megan Tucker, Nina Bakan, Aaron Lefler
Editors

Sketch Pad – Sketch Pad - Artist, Marlisha Lewis (@marlishalew), resides in Barrie, Ontario 
with her husband and 3 kids. She has spent time studying as a printmaker & implementing 
thesis work that explored art expression for Alzheimer’s. An interest in past-story, details in 
nature, light and focus are some of the inspirational themes that reappear throughout her 
creative process. She has a passion for collecting, photographing, painting, printmaking, and 
digital drawing. In the last few years, Mar has discovered a love for making ink and natural dyes 
with foraged materials. 

She currently co-runs a shared artist studio/gallery space called Spare Room (@
spareroombarrie) and has recently taken on the role of Community Arts Coordinator at the 
MacLaren Art Centre (@maclarenart). You might find Mar in one of these creative spaces, 
working alongside other local artists and makers, or in the forest where she is most inspired, 
immersed in the natural world around her. Marlisha’s art appears on the cover and pages 11, 14, 
17, 20, 24, 28 and 30. Tanya Behrisch’s art appears on page 33.
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resident’s View P
As the days lengthened and late January 
arrived, COEO extended the invitation to Make 
Peace with Winter. This cosy conference was a 
very welcome injection of Winter PD after two 
winters of pandemic pause.

Camp Kawartha, an award-winning 
environmental and outdoor education centre, 
hosted our cosy collegial gathering of one 
hundred kindreds. Authentic connection and 
learning across a breadth of topics was enjoyed 
by our emergent and many-wintered outdoor 
educators to make peace and make change.  

As ever, our extraordinary volunteers 
burned bright in bringing Make Peace out of 
hibernation. Such an enormous undertaking 
requires a committed community of talented 
volunteers. As they have at conferences 
throughout the past 50 years, our volunteers 
showed up decked in wool and plaid to so 
many virtual planning sessions and one 
wonderful winter weekend. 

We’ll send a canopy of gratitude over the 
star-studded cast who made Make Peace a 
reality once again! Miigwech to Elders Lois 
and Peter for their friendship and wisdom in 
guiding our individual and collective work 
towards reconciliation. Thanks to our Walrus 
Talk keynotes for their courage and clarity to 
share their lived experiences within outdoor 
education spaces and experiences, and their 
calls to action. 

A resounding applause to all of our peace-
making presenters for volunteering their vast 
knowledge, experience and joy kindling love 
for outdoor ed in all seasons. Thanks especially 
to the 2023 Conference Organizing Committee. 
The success of this weekend was co-chaired by 
our volunteer coordinator Shanshan Tian and 
long-time COEO members Maria Patterson. 
They were truly an extraordinary team. They 
were supported by the extraordinary efforts 
of David Spencer, Kyle Clarke, Hil Coburn, 
Claire Kemp, Arthur Murgatroyd, Leslie Hoyle, 
Minka Chambers, Quinn Vos, Billie Jo Reid-Orr, 
Tammy Hand, Val Freemantle, Danielle Barrett, 
M Nowick and Kim Squires. 

And finally, thank you to all who attended this 
heart-warming weekend! COEO continues to be 

a volunteer-led inspiration within outdoor ed 
because of the energy and engagement of our 
members.

Like many of us have these past years, I made 
peace with missing out on Make Peace due to 
illness, but I am still relishing in the afterglow of 
the inspired Walrus talks captured on a friend’s 
phone. I had the privilege of watching our 
seven keynote speakers all speaking for seven 
minutes, each from a different perspective, and 
each focusing on their own lived experiences of 
the changing landscape of outdoor education.

I’m so grateful all the presentations were pre-
written by our incredible presenters, so that they 
can form a future edition of Pathways. For now, 
two snippets of that evenings’ powerful prose 
are captured here. Though admittedly devoid 
of the essential full seven minutes we all need 
to hear from each, they all called for change 
and showed the paths of possibility they are 
navigating:

Dionne Daley, founder of Bipoc Outdoor Gear 
Library, explained: “The aim is to encourage 
everyone to adventure like they belong. You see, 
we nature lovers of colour have always existed, 
so my part in changing the landscape is just 
creating space. It’s also changing perceptions 
of what we see as the proper way to recreate, 
especially from a gear perspective…We’re 
changing the landscape in the way we share and 
respect tools and resources that help facilitate 
recreation outdoors for everyone”.

And the last words are from Peggy Cheng 
Laengert, COEO Director at Large and TRCA 
EcoSchools Coordinator: “One thing I find is 
that change is hard and so sometimes change is 
slow, but change is coming”.

As the light returns and the snow melts into 
spring, I invite you to find your peace with the 
winter that remains and to imagine the change 
that is coming. What changes will September 
bring to you and to our annual COEO fall 
conference? We invite you to find out at Camp 
Couchiching September 22-24th. 
 

Karen O’Krafka
President
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Residual Impact of Awe Encounters: Humility
By Wendi Palmer

As a child raised on the B.C. coast with a 
play range that included extensive forested 
peninsulas and rocky shorelines teeming 
with intertidal life, I was destined from 
an early age to connect profoundly to my 
playscape and to realize some of the gifts 
of character these lands were to offer me. 
I was reminded regularly of how small 
and human I was—with teachers such 
as the tide, barnacles, the strong south-
westerlies, or gravity, I would soon learn the 
possibilities and human limits to the daily 
entanglements of my play space. As much 
as the natural world would consistently 
ensure my ego never felt triumphant 
through scraped knees, poorly calculated 
ocean crossings and countless other 
troublesome entanglements with the natural 
world around me, I continually sought out 
reminders of this truth, and the lessons 
themselves would slowly form my identity. 
I am not the only one here; I am surrounded 
by other, by beauty, purpose, and the vast 
interconnectedness of it all. My young skin 
was permeable and open to the possibility 
of this co-emergence of self and other as a 
parallel poesis.

The land I grew up upon nurtured within 
me an adventurous spirit to engage with 
the wild and seemingly untouched parts 
of our coastline. We were free to explore, 
move through the land and keep ourselves 
busy so long as nobody got hurt. Games 
were created each day, driftwood forts 
were constructed and then demolished 
by the incoming tide. This wild play was 
balanced on bad weather days by indoor 
play, a poor substitute for the supervision-
free time we enjoyed outside.  Not long 
after the wild play days of my childhood, I 
grew to become a young adult that sought 
those same freedoms far from the reaches 
and restrictions of parents. I read an article 
about this magical glacial lake, nestled 
between two ice-covered mountain peaks. 
It wasn’t that far away, just past Whistler, 
and hikeable (for the experienced only) in a 
day. You will not want to leave, the article said, 
so pack a tent.  Nearly four decades later, as 

an adult whose wild play days never left 
her, I set out to visit this lake. As my aging 
body slowly stumbled up the relentless final 
kilometer of scree and boulders, my self-talk 
kicked into high gear to urge myself just 
to continue to put one foot in front of the 
other. I was so incredibly sore, weak and 
tired. Then I crested the lip of the northern 
outflow of the lake.

People casually use the word awesome all 
the time. I’m not sure any one word can 
encapsulate what happened then, but awe 
begins to describe it. What I saw literally 
rendered me speechless. I stopped and 
stared, mouth open, for what seemed like 
an eternity. A complete clarity possessed 
my mind; my eyes took in the teal of the 
lake next to the grey stone scree, next to 
the impossibly white glaciers, next to the 
flowering meadow… It was the single most 
visually stimulating environment I’ve ever 
been present within. I lost track of myself, 
time, and any independent consciousness.  I 
was fully present in place and space, soaking 
it into my being while letting the walls of 
my skin fully absorb the world around me. 
My “I” had dissolved into this landscape. I 
became the blue sky, the cold lake, the alpine 
flowers and the rustling creek. I stood in the 
company of a full assemblage of alpine other. 
“Yet, at times when we slow our pace, and 
find our way back to natural environments, 
together again with other species that do not 
inhabit the human world, we demonstrate 
our capacity for humility, wonder and awe 
that is deep and imperative” (Meyer, 2010, 
p. 95). Together again with the scree, glacier, 
sky and flowering meadow, this sense of 
awe consumed me entirely. I don’t even 
remember setting up my tent.

Although a sense of awe and humility can 
be sourced from any number of places, 
spaces and temporal moments on this earth 
including human-made constructs, it is 
commonly reported after having spent time 
in a natural environment. Karen Meyer 
(2010) describes such moments that awaken 
in us a latent sense of belonging to Earth 
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and to a larger community of life with which 
we are integrally continuous. When we 
speak of such things, we often describe a 
sense of awe, a sense of belonging, as though 
a key component of this entails using our 
many sensory faculties to encounter such 
a phenomenon. It is the sense of it that 
encourages the entanglement, the integrally 
continuous nature of it that allows this 
connection to continue in our memories, 
inside the walls of our corporeal beings. 
Through our ears, our tongues, our nose, 
our eyes and our touch, this moment is 
imprinted upon us and marks us as an agent 
belonging to it all. Awe finds a way inside 
us, penetrating and encouraging the collapse 
of self. It is the trace such encounters leave 
upon us, often permanently, through our 
senses. Awe is a feeling anchored directly to 
an experience. The remnant of this moment 
of transformation is the souvenir we get to 
keep—humility. 

Awe is a deeply individual experience and 
it will have a breadth of description as 
unique as the individual experiencing it. It 
is an invitation to a moment, to a mystery, 
to an unfinished or unresolved idea. It is to 
spend time lingering without a conscious 
tracking of time. Awe is the gap, the void, 
the dash, the stanza break. In its essence, 
awe invites personal presence, an encounter 
of unification or entanglement in a tiny 
moment. It is thoughtless and clear, open and 
limitless.  In this world of constant duality 
constructs, could awe be the opposition 
to our daily patterns, our often Cartesian 
duality of existence? Is awe the opposite to 
indifference or apathy? Is awe akin to love? 
Perhaps it is simply an unanswering of the 
questions, an intimate relationship with a 
moment or our attempt to make sense of our 
place in the world, or the world as it includes 
us. As a teacher, this last suggestion has 
occupied much of my thinking about youth 
emergence and pedagogy. In the next section, 
I will explore awe as a formative element in 
creating an individual’s sense of humility. 

Although it is possible to experience a sense 
of awe or another form of a temporary 
transcendence of self through a YouTube 
video or other human-constructed creation, 

it may not hold the same impact as a 
moment that is spontaneous, not sought for 
the sake of entertainment or distraction. It 
is here that the intention of such encounters 
becomes relevant for their lasting effects 
upon our lives. What transforms us is the 
awareness of the existence of our small 
selves, of connection, of being a part of the 
larger entity that Meyer (2010) describes. 
Actively seeking this feeling can potentially 
negate its impact. Edward Slingerland’s 
idea of the essence of spontaneity is close 
to the mark when describing when such 
moments could occur: “Don’t try. Don’t 
not try” (TEDx Talks, 2016). The feeling of 
a deep sense of humility sourced from a 
moment of awe must come to us without 
effort. In Chinese philosophy, this is referred 
to as wu-wei, or effortless action, and 
describes practice that has become flow or 
without conscious intention. A surrendering 
of self and intention leads to an absorption 
into something much greater than us, and 
we lose ourselves as an individual agent. 
But for what? What meaning can such 
moments elicit in the greater picture of our 
lives or practices? For a student on one 
of our Outdoor Ed kayak trips, it is “…
an amazing feeling. Like time stops. Like 
everything around you is perfect.” (excerpt 
from field notes, June 2015). For a preservice 
teacher it may be a call to transformation: 
“... If I am supposed to teach the children 
of this world, I will need to get to know 
the world itself” (excerpt from preservice 
teacher reflection, March 2021).

A few years ago, our Outdoor Ed program 
was graced with a Stó:lo elder to share 
time and story in our students’ canoe as we 
traveled down what is now called the Fraser 
River. He spoke to the meaning of humility 
and two corresponding life lessons. He told 
our students that the first lesson will be one 
that humbles you (when you need it most) 
and the second lesson will connect you 
deeply to all our relations, but only when 
you are able to step outside of your ego 
and see beyond our selfish human selves. 
Without the first lesson, you cannot be 
ready for the second. As children, he noted, 
most should have already experienced 
the first lesson. As young adults, it is 
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time to discover the second lesson of 
humility, particularly if we want to live 
well with others and in harmony with the 
land and the river (Sto:Lo elder, personal 
communication, August 2017).  

How does a human being come to embrace 
or surrender to humility? Is it wrong to 
assume there exists a choice between the 
two? Humility by surrender seems to be, 
in part, connected to making mistakes or 
experiencing the limits of being human—a 
forced interpretation of selflessness (the 
first lesson). Embracing humility as a key 
human disposition seems to come through 
deep sensory presence: experiencing 
awe, moments of transcendence or even 
enlightenment (the second lesson). The 
former includes a human intention initially, 
and is then followed by a realization of the 
limits of self or the powerful influence of 
other. The latter suggests an experience that 
transcends or connects us to a much larger 
whole of being or purpose. In Ojibway 
wisdom as described by Richard Wagamese 
(2019), humility serves as a guide; a deeply 
entrenched way of being that is modeled by 
the places in which we live:

“Humility’s energy is the binding agent 
that holds all things together – the glue, if 
you will. When we look at Mother Earth, 
we are looking at a truly humble being. 
She offers life to everything. She grants 
us her skin so we can grow crops. Her 
hair, the trees and vegetation, allow us to 
breathe. Her tears are the rains and the 
waters that gather as lakes and rivers, and 
they cleanse everything they touch and 
rejuvenate the life force that exists in all 
things. Her heartbeat resonates in all things, 
and when we learn to listen, we are always 
able to feel it, and we are returned to the 
innocence we were born with, to that place 
of all beginnings where everything becomes 
possible. That is the nature of a truly 
humble being, and she is why Indigenous 
people have always said that the Earth is 
our university – we learn all things from her 
example” (Wagamese, 2019, p. 64).

In this age of intention to engage in anti-
colonial teaching practices, a sense of this 

cosmic humility certainly holds possibility 
in new beginnings, in new becomings for 
our students, our teachers and our school 
systems. There are adjacent possibilities 
here in related realms of mental health, 
wellness, eco-stewardship, and many 
others. So now, how do we write awe and 
humility into that provincial curriculum, 
and in doing so will it negate the potential 
impact?
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Breathing Universe: A Decolonial Pedagogical 
Praxis Toward Ethical Eco-Systems of Knowledge
By  Justine Woods

This essay is written as a collection 
of storied knowledge from within 
Indigenous thought. Its structure is 
purposefully non-linear. This essay 
critically engages with the idea of the 
university as an on-going contributor to 
the colonial project. Prioritizing Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith’s (1999) notion of re-
membering as a transformative framework, 
the essay speaks towards the dismantling 
and unsettling of the Western institution 
through a re-centring of Land (Styres, 
2017) at the centre of all knowledge 
generating and learning systems, 
alongside the nurturing of a reciprocal 
kinship with Universe as an active 
decolonial pedagogical praxis. 

I will begin by thinking through ethical 
eco-systems of knowledge alongside a 
comparative analysis of Mark Dion’s 
artwork, Neukom Vivarium (2007). I 
continue by analyzing the word(s) u/
Universe within both the context of the 
university and within the context of 
Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, 
and cosmologies. I finish with a story of 
the moment when Universe and I became 
each other ’s kin. A story about Nigig, 
Anishinaabemowin for river otter, and 
the walleye. I share this story because it is 
one of the most important and powerful 
moments of knowledge transference I 
have ever experienced in my life. Even 
though I have spent years in the Western 
education system, have obtained a 
bachelor ’s degree, a master ’s degree, and 
am on the journey towards a doctorate, 
the moment I learned how to breathe in 
Universe I understood the importance 
of cherishing the stars as our universal 
library of knowledge and thought. This 
teaching was reciprocal. This teaching was 
storied. This teaching came straight from 
and within Universe and Land.

Toward Ethical Eco-Systems of 
Knowledge

One of my most cherished relationships 
is my kinship with Land. As an only child 
who grew up in my home territory along 
the shores of Georgian Bay, I found myself 
in a world of possibility and knowledge 
that was Land. Every day after school I 
would run across my family’s farm fields 
and into the forest to visit with Land. I 
would lay with my back to the ground 
and look up at my maple tree kin swaying 
over me. I would feel Land’s pulse vibrate 
through my body. That is when I knew 
Land was choosing to visit with me too. 

From a young age I was taught the 
fundamentals of reciprocity and 
relationality through developing a loving, 
caring, and ethical relationship to Land. I 
was taught to care for, respect, and nurture 
Land, and that Land will care for, respect, 
and nurture us back. My relationship to 
Land is consensual and reciprocal. It has 
taken many years to develop and nurture—
as it should. Over the years I have come 
to learn the value of visiting with Land 
as pedagogy through intergenerational 
knowledge that has been passed down 
through my family to me. Knowledge that 
is storied. Knowledge that is both theory 
and practice. Knowledge that can only 
be activated through nurtured physical 
and spiritual relationships to Land and 
Universe.

On a recent visit with Land on my home 
territory, I came across a large tree that 
had fallen over. It was not a fresh fall and 
had been laying on the ground for a while. 
From afar, most would consider the tree 
dead with many sections decomposed and 
covered in bright green moss. Although 
as I got closer, I noticed that the tree had 
taken on a new life and purpose, offering 
a home to insects, plants, and other forest 
dwelling organisms. The fallen tree was 
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nourishing an entire ecosystem, which 
gave the tree breath and purpose in return. 
Reciprocity in action.

Coming across this tree reminded me of 
an installation by American Artist Mark 
Dion called Neukom Vivarium. I first read 
about this work in The Ethics of Earth 
Art by Amanda Boetzkes (2010) and was 
instantly intrigued. The work consists 
of a giant hemlock tree recovered by the 
artist and installed in a conservatory at 
Olympic Park in what is now known as 
Seattle, Washington. It visually embodies 
ecologically balanced relationships where 
“every creature is connected to every 
element that composes the environment, 
so that all living things depend on the 
balance of a complex system of growth and 
decay” (Boetzkes, 2010, p. 2). However, 
reading deeper into the artwork, its 
context offers a more critical perspective 
on anthropocentric dispossession and 
destructiveness. Amanda Boetzkes (2010) 
discusses Dion’s work and shares:

Not only has the tree been violently 
torn from its original site, but it 
has been relocated to a space that 
technologically reproduces the natural 
environment. The system lives only 
because of a significant investment 
of equipment, labor, resources, and 
scientific expertise. Needless to say, 
the vivarium is anything but natural. 
Dion states that the piece is perverse 
because it shows that despite all our 
technology and money, when we 
destroy a natural system, it is virtually 
impossible to get it back. (p. 2)

Dion’s work Neukom Vivarium and its 
critique on ecology as not just a “scientific 
discipline but a discourse about the 
human relationships to the planet” (p. 
2) helps to frame my thoughts around 
the institution’s ongoing contribution 
to coloniality through the continual 
dismembering of Indigenous bodies to 
Land, knowledges, and practices that 
support the existence of our Indigeneity 
in the world. In addition to this, the 
urgent need for the institution to take 

accountability, stand in solidarity, and 
engage in decolonization as praxis, and 
not just as metaphor (Tuck & Yang, 2012), 
serves as a means of actively contributing 
towards the re-membering of Indigenous 
bodies to Land. 

Dion’s work, which speaks to the violent 
and unethical extraction, exploitation, 
and commodification of Land’s resources 
mobilized by capitalism can be directly 
linked to settler colonialism’s violent 
extraction of Indigenous bodies from 
Land. According to Tuck and Yang 
(2012), within settler colonialism, Land 
is considered valuable because settlers 
“make Indigenous land their new home 
and source of capital, and also because 
the disruption of Indigenous relationships 
to land represent a profound epistemic, 
ontological, cosmological violence” (p. 5). 
Not only does the institution contribute 
to this violence by physically inhabiting 
Indigenous land without consent for 
exploitative and capitalist purposes, but 
through its ongoing prioritization of the 
dominant, singular Western knowledge 
system grounded in individualistic and 
monistic ideologies and worldviews. 
To shift away from the perpetuation 
of this violence, the institution “must 
make a conscious decision to become 
a decolonizing force in the intellectual 
lives of Indigenous peoples by joining 
in dismantling settler colonialism and 
actively protecting the source of our 
knowledge: Indigenous land” (Simpson, 
2017, p. 172).

The important difference highlighted 
between Dion’s Neukom Vivarium and the 
fallen tree I came across is that one tree’s 
continual existence depends on a system 
that has extracted and recontextualized 
its purpose to support a settler futurity, 
whereas the other is continuing to thrive 
from ethical, caring, and reciprocal 
relationships found within the natural 
world, relationships that are fundamental 
within Indigenous worldviews. The tree 
I found is an example of the capability 
and power of resurgence—a reconnecting 
of our bodies, minds, and spirits to 
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networked relationships grounded in 
Land (Simpson, 2014, p. 44). This tree 
holds the teachings that are fundamental 
to shifting the university away from a 
pedagogical framework that relies on a 
transactional and extractive production 
of knowledge, to a pedagogical praxis 
that generates collaborative knowledge 
building by centring “our relationship to 
the world, to the land, to the environment, 
to the plants and animals” (VanEvery-
Albert, 2008, p. 44). A pedagogical 
framework that nurtures a re-membering 
of Land as first teacher that “considers the 
interconnectedness and interdependency 
of relationships, cultural positioning 
and subjective that extend beyond the 
borderlands of traditional mainstream 
conceptualizations of pedagogy” (Styres, 
2011, p. 722).

Universe As Pedagogy

Only recently have I been thinking more 
expansively about relationships to not only 
Land, but to Universe as a pedagogical 
praxis towards re-membering—an act 
of resistance against dismemberment 
through the reconnection of bodies to 
place and experience (Smith, 1999, p. 147). 
Universe as an Indigenous philosophical 
construct refers to both a physical and 
abstract space made up of relationships 
that extend, stretch, and spill beyond 
conceptual and spatial limitations. 
When Karl Jaspers (1959) talks about 
the university as a “universe” and how 
“scholarship depends on a relation to the 
whole” (p. 46) in “Research, Education 
and Instruction” from The Idea of the 
University, I am intrigued by the use of the 
word “universe” in the context he implies. 
Jaspers (1959) elaborates in a footnote, “in 
origin this meant ‘a universe’ of teacher 
and student, but has long shifted its 
meaning to the one indicated above” (p. 
46). I found this particularly interesting in 
relation to my understanding of Universe 
(capital U) within an Indigenous context. 
Linguistically exploring the word in 
relation to Indigeneity can help reframe 
our understanding of the university in 
new and expansive ways. Waawiyekamig is 

a term for Universe in Anishinaabemowin. 
If we break down the word, its literal 
meaning is “a world that is round”, 
waawiye meaning round and akamig 
meaning land/world. Understanding the 
word’s root meaning speaks directly to 
one of the most fundamental concepts 
within Indigenous knowledge systems—
circularity. 

According to Mohawk scholar Sandra 
D. Styres (2017), circularity “is a 
sacred representation of wholeness 
and interconnectedness that brings 
all of creation together in a circle of 
interdependent relationships grounded 
in Land” (p. 30). It is important to note 
that “circularity is not represented as 
fixed but as a conceptualization of the 
interconnectedness of relationships, as 
well as synergistic and organic movement 
or journeying within the circle in both 
spiritual and natural worlds” (Styres, 2017, 
pg. 30). Circularity is inherently relational 
as both a physical and conceptual gesture 
that fosters ethical, consensual, and 
reciprocal relationships that generate 
meaning and knowledge in the world.
 
Living and being in relation to Universe 
is fundamental to Indigenous pedagogy. 
This is because our ways of being and 
knowing—our epistemologies, ontologies, 
cosmologies, and axiology—revolve 
around relationships to Universe and 
Land. Cree scholar Shawn Wilson (2008) 
shares in his profound book, Research is 
Ceremony, that “knowledge itself is held in 
the relationships and connections formed 
with the environment that surrounds 
us” (p. 87). Without relationships to 
Land and Universe, the transference and 
mobilization of Indigenous knowledge is 
interrupted. Broken.

By nurturing a reciprocal kinship 
with Universe as an active decolonial 
pedagogical praxis, the university has the 
potential to transform into an alternative 
being: an extension of Universe that does 
not limit or constrain, but facilitates and 
mediates gifts of knowledge through 
ethical and reciprocal methods of 
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collaboration. For this to happen, we 
need to consider the university’s animacy 
as a living organism (like the fallen 
tree I found) that inhales and exhales 
knowledge in collaboration with other 
organisms and beings, supporting the 
overall ecosystem of knowledge. Non-
hierarchical collaborations within the 
ecosystem (student/teacher, student/
student, student/Universe, teacher/
Universe, student/teacher/Universe) 
are fundamental to this transformation 
because it dismantles Western ideals of 
the individual genius and alternatively 
centres the idea that “theory is not 
the achievement of individuals but of 
generations” (Gropius, 1938, p. 28). In 
addition to community collaboration, an 
interconnected collaboration between 
theory and practice is equally important 
in fostering ethical eco-systems of 
knowledge. We see this important shift 
with the Bauhaus’s focus on form follows 
function where “a theory of design was to 
evolve out of a return to the crafts, both 
practice and theory” (Feininger, 1960, p. 
262). Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (2017) 
discusses the interconnectedness between 
theory and practice within Indigenous 
intelligence systems by sharing:

“Theory” is generated and regenerated 
continually through embodied practice 
and within each family, community, 
and generation of people. Theory isn’t 
just an intellectual pursuit. It is woven 
within kinetics of spiritual presence, 
and emotion. It is contextual and 
relational. It is intimate and personal 
with individuals themselves holding 
the responsibilities for finding and 
generating meaning within their own 
lives. (p. 151)

Prioritizing alternative pedagogical 
perspectives transforms the university 
into not just a universe in itself, but a 
collaborator with Universe that prioritizes 
relationships that extend, stretch, 
flourish, and spill beyond any language 
of limitation. For Universe, language 
of limitation doesn’t exist. Universe as 
pedagogy does not seek to meet the needs 

of the Western institution, nor does it seek 
to bring Indigenous knowledges into the 
institution under the institution’s terms. 
Universe as pedagogy is a praxis that 
opens space for the institution to take 
accountability and stand in solidarity 
under Indigenous terms. It expands on 
land as pedagogy, a pedagogical praxis that 
comes “face-to-face with settler colonial 
authority, surveillance, and violence” and 
“places Indigenous bodies in between 
settlers and their money” (Simpson, 2017, 
p. 166). It is a pedagogical praxis that 
prioritizes Indigenous futurities over 
settler futurities. It is a pedagogical praxis 
that reconnects, rather than dispossesses, 
Indigenous bodies to Land.

Teachings From Nigig and the Walleye

It was a cold and calm Tuesday night 
in February. I was twelve years old and 
finally old enough to accompany my dad 
on an overnight ice fishing trip near our 
family’s old homestead in Moon River 
(Ontario). Although I had gone ice fishing 
with him many times before, this time 
would be different because it was my first 
time sleeping out on the ice all night long. 

To get to our fishing hut, we walked across 
Woods Bay to the mouth of the Moon river, 
where the water spills into Georgian Bay. 
The pines whistled in song with the cold 
breeze. Our ancestors knew we were here. 
We spent the afternoon bundled up in 
our fishing hut, sipping hot tea, snacking 
on bannock and chocolate rosebuds, 
and waiting for our catch to swim by 
underneath the ice. My dad showed me 
how to prepare wooden rigs, the same way 
my great-grandpa taught my grandpa, the 
same way my grandpa taught my dad. 
Intergenerational knowledge is carried through 
the body in relationship to Land. 

We sat and waited all afternoon, watching 
the exhales of our breath fill the hut with 
puffs of white clouds. It was getting colder 
and darker with each hour that passed, but 
still no catch. I remember asking my dad in 
disappointment why we weren’t catching 
any fish. He told me to be patient and 
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when it was time, they would 
come. My dad stood up and 
went outside. I followed him. 
We laid with our backs on the 
15-inch thick ice and looked 
up at the stars. We breathed in 
Universe. After a few minutes 
of breath, he proceeded to tell 
me a story about Nigig and the 
walleye: 

Nigig loved to run up and down 
the shorelines of the Moon River 
picking up every single walleye 
they saw in the water. They loved 
their family very much and took 
great pride in being able to feed 
them with an abundant amount of fish from 
the river. Over time Nigig noticed that the 
number of walleye started to decline, but they 
continued to catch each and every fish. Not 
soon after Nigig went down to the river and 
stood by the shoreline, but this time it was 
different because there were no fish. Nigig 
waited and waited. The walleye were gone. 

Nigig was confused and did not understand 
where all the walleye went. They began to get 
angry, yelling and blaming the river for the 
lack of fish. All of a sudden, a big gust of wind 
picked Nigig up, throwing them into the river. 
The river opened its mouth and swallowed 
Nigig, pulling them deeper and deeper under 
the water. Nigig panicked as they tried to 
breathe, but their lungs continued to fill with 
water. They closed their eyes and held their 
breath for as long as they could, until they 
couldn’t hold it anymore. 

When Nigig opened their eyes, they were 
floating in a sea of darkness. They decided to 
swim to try and find something or someone to 
help them go back home. Nigig swam and swam 
for what felt like hours to the point where they 
couldn’t tell if they had moved or just remained 
in the same place. Everything around them was 
black. Exhausted, hopeless, and thinking of 
their family, Nigig began to cry. Tears pouring 
down their face and dripping into the darkness. 

In between breaths Nigig noticed a flicker 
of light coming towards them. Swimming 
towards them. As the light got closer, they 

realized it was another being, glowing 
fluorescent yellow. It was a walleye. A 
glowing walleye. Nigig noticed the walleye 
was peculiar looking. Their scales were 
transparent revealing brittle and weak bones. 
The walleye swam right up to Nigig and 
began to eat the tears that were falling from 
their face. Soon after another glowing light 
came out of the darkness and swam towards 
them. Followed by another and another. Nigig 
was no longer alone in the darkness but 
surrounded by thousands of glowing walleye 
feeding off their tears. 

As the walleye feasted on Nigig’s tears their 
bellies grew. Their bones grew stronger. Their 
scales became opaque and glimmered like 
glitter. The darkness that once surrounded 
Nigig now turned into light, a bright piercing 
and glittering light. The walleye continued 
to eat and the light got brighter and brighter, 
to the point where Nigig had to squint their 
eyes. The light continued to grow, becoming 
unbearably bright. Nigig shut their eyes 
completely. 

Then the brightness stopped. Coming to 
full consciousness, Nigig opened their eyes 
which met the shoreline. They sat upright 
and watched the water dance along the rocks. 
Nigig looked with more focus and noticed 
the walleye had returned to the river. They 
jumped up with excitement and eagerness to 
fish again. As Nigig got up they noticed two 
beautiful walleye laying on a rock next to 
them. Nigig halted. They glanced at the two 
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walleye on the rock and then back at the river 
full of fish. Nigig looked up to Universe and 
smiled in gratitude. miigwetch. 

Nigig grabbed the two walleye and headed 
back to their family, just in time for dinner. 

***

I woke up to the soft shuffling of my dad 
around the hut and looked up at small 
pockets of light shining through our hut’s 
roof. It was morning. I got out of my cocoon 
of blankets and walked a couple steps over to 
my dad. He was slowly and carefully pulling 
up our rigs, revealing three beautiful walleye. 
We caught three walleye! I was ecstatic. My 
dad looked over at me with excitement in his 
eyes. He began to unhook the walleye from 
our rig and asked me to grab the bucket and 
carefully put each fish inside to transport 
them home. He handed me the first two fish 
and I carried them to the bucket. He then 
handed me the third walleye. I held it in my 
hands with hesitation. I glanced at my dad 
and walked over to the hole in the ice. I let 
the walleye slide through my gloves and back 
into the water. In a split second it was gone. 
I reached into my coat pocket to find my 
tobacco tie and offered tobacco to the river. 

“Good job, kid,” said my dad as he gave 
me a hug.

I looked down at my gloves and they were 
covered in glitter.
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“Watching for Bird Ethics”: Birds as Pedagogy in 
Noopiming by Leanne Betasamosake Simpson
By Cédric Trahan

Introduction 

“Bushtits were one of the first west-of-
the-Rockies species,” wrote Canadian 
settler Don McKay (Travis V. Mason, 2007, 
p. 85), when he moved from the East 
Coast to what is now called Victoria, a 
city constructed on the unceded land of 
the lək̓ʷəŋən people, where the Songhees, 
Esquimalt and WSÁNEC people still 
foster relationships to this day. Bushtits 
were, for me too, the first bird species 
I observed and learnt the English word 
for when I moved from Tiohti:áke 
(Montreal) to Victoria and shifted my 
attention with genuine surprise towards 
the new living beings surrounding 
me. Birdwatching became part of my 
everyday; birdwatching even built or 
solidified unexpected relationships with 
other humans. When I read Noopiming by 
Anishinaabe writer Leanne Betasamosake 
Simpson, the book’s representation of 
birding, ethics, and queerness struck me 
because it built a bridge between what I 
considered two irreconcilable parts of my 
life – my engagement in a sex positive and 
LGBTQIA2S+ community organization, 
and my interest in birds.

I share this story as a prelude to this 
paper on the representation of birding 
in Noopiming to create a connection 
between my lived experiences and literary 
criticism, as a gift offered to establish 
reciprocity between this paper and the 
novel, and as a way to introduce my self-
location as a white, francophone Canadian 
settler now dwelling on the unceded 
land of lək̓ʷəŋən people. In Noopiming, 
many scenes, mainly those focused on the 
character of Asin, depict the practice of 
birdwatching. This paper will highlight 
how the novel repurposes the Western 
practice of birdwatching to present the 
alternative idea of ‘bird as pedagogy.’

“All the Usual Equipment”: Birdwatching 
Culture in the West

In Noopiming, Leanne Betasamosake 
Simpson conveys a dialectic between 
Western sciences and Indigenous ways of 
knowing. I choose the word dialectic, for 
it emphasizes their interplay rather than 
opposition. The character, Asin partly relies 
on Western knowledge systems and on 
resources shared among the birdwatching 
community, such as online courses from the 
“Cornell Lab of Ornithology” (Simpson, 
2020, p. 112), birdwatching apps, books 
such as Biodiversity Exuberance: Animal 
Homosexuality and Nature Diversity, and 
“all the usual equipment” typically used 
by birdwatchers (p. 164). In one passage, 
while they are waiting for the arrival of 
migrant geese, the narrator mentions how 
Asin should be able to detect the natural 
signs of their migration, but instead 
depends on a collaborative database: “Asin 
relies on eBird when the first watchers 
report sightings on the south side of 
Lake Ontario” (Simpson, 2020, p. 236). 
Because of these practices, at first glance 
it seems that Asin embodies the Western 
“subjectivity of birdwatcher” (Wilkinson et 
al., 2014, p. 209) but throughout Noopiming, 
Simpson critiques the dominance of 
Western science in birdwatching culture.
Throughout the book Asin pushes against 
normative birdwatching practices. In 
birding culture, the practice of maintaining 
a bird-list distinguishes the serious 
birdwatchers from the ‘dudes’ or the 
‘twitchers’ (the amateurs versus the 
obsessive chasers of rare birds) (Wilkinson 
et al., 2014, p. 206). In Noopiming, Asin 
does not keep a bird-list, “because unlike 
most other birders, that’s not why [they 
are] here” (Simpson, 2020, p. 74). This 
passage alludes to the fact that although 
Asin references Western ornithology 
and birdwatching resources, they “treat 
the knowledge in them as suspect” 
(Simpson, 2020, p. 112). For instance, 
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after reading passages from Biodiversity 
Exuberance, Asin rips pages out of the 
book, symbolizing their separation from 
this form of knowledge. The narrator of 
Noopiming asserts that “anthropology is 
always more about your own bias than the 
thing you are studying” (Simpson, 2020, 
p. 117). Although Asin does partake in 
birding activities that uphold traditional 
Western research methods, Noopiming 
also illustrates the ways Asin breaks free 
from the “enclosure of Western science or 
evolution” (Simpson, 2020, p. 112).

The dialectic between upholding Western 
epistemologies in birding culture and 
critiquing them points to a form of in-
betweenness that Asin embodies as a 
birdwatcher who dismisses many central 
practices within Western ornithology. 
In my opinion, this in-betweenness 
exemplifies a theme that spans throughout 
the novel: Anishinaabe attempts to 
maintain their land-based practices 

despite colonial-capitalist alterations to 
the land. This reminds me of the concept 
of “rehabitation” (Wicks, 2020, p. 11), 
which refers to the “act of reconnecting 
people to places, including places that 
have been changed through colonization” 
(Wicks, 2020). Here, thought, places, 
and practices are intertwined; Noopiming 
draws from conventional birdwatching 
practices while also challenging the 
supremacy of Western knowledge in the 
birdwatching field, which creates space 
for other ways to relate to birds.

To Watch With Their Muscles

Noopiming represents intrinsically 
Indigenous approaches to birdwatching 
and learning about birds. Western sciences 
and philosophy have been constructed 
around the dominance of one sense – the 
gaze – over other senses (Irigaray, 2008, p. 
10). Even if the verb to watch proliferates 
in birdwatching, Leanne Betasamosake 
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Simpson describes another form of gaze, 
an ‘embodied gaze.’ She writes that Asin 
doesn’t observe with “their eyes and their 
brain” but “with their heart and their 
muscles” (Simpson, 2020, p. 112). This 
rhetorical twist invites the reader to rethink 
the Western division of mind and body, 
between reason and emotion, in order to 
conceive of an embodied gaze. Later in 
the novel, the motion of ‘sitting’ reinforces 
this idea. In one passage, Asin “sort of 
just sit[s] and feel[s],” (Simpson, 2020, p. 
164) and later on, they birdwatch with “a 
notebook but no camera” (p. 164). Here 
again, Noopiming stresses the importance of 
establishing emotional, bodily experiences 
in ways that transcend the gaze.

This suspicion of Western knowledge 
systems also renders visible Indigenous 
ways of knowing through stories. Simpson 
writes that “the base for Asin is the things 
Akiwenzii has told them. The stories of 
the Bineshiinyag of when the earth was 
just being built” (Simpson, 2020, p. 112). 
This passage highlights the importance 
of stories, specifically creation stories, in 
Asin’s understanding of their feathered 
relatives. Athabascan scholar Dian Million 
(2014) explains that for Indigenous 
peoples, “story is Indigenous theory” (p. 
35), because “stories, unlike data, contain 
the affective legacy of our experiences” (p. 
32). In short, Million (2014) suggests that 
stories are a “felt knowledge” (p. 32).

Noopiming criticizes how ecologists, 
anthropologists, and birdwatchers 
produce abstract, decontextualized, and 
emotionally detached knowledge from 
their interactions with animals. Against 
this epistemic framework, she depicts the 
embodied gaze and the stories as two ‘felt’ 
ways to enter in relation with the birds, 
leading the characters in the novel to start 
“watching for bird ethics” (Simpson, 2020, 
p. 112).

“Purest Form of Love”: Birds as 
Pedagogy

In Nishnaabeg cosmologies, birds, just like 
other living beings on Earth, have agency 

and can fulfill many roles, including being 
teachers or messengers (Rempel, 2019, p. 
37). This is fundamental to Teresa Wicks’ 
(2020) notion of “birds as pedagogy” 
–  birds are teachers as well as a method 
of teaching, which is further underscored 
by the claim that she can “teach anybody 
anything through birds” (p. 21). This 
conception is linked to and embedded in 
what Leanne Betasamosake Simpson calls 
“land as pedagogy,” where she views the 
land as both the process and the context 
for learning among Anishinaabe peoples 
(Simpson, 2014, p. 14). She writes, quoting 
Borrows, that “people regulate their 
behaviour and resolve their dispute[s] 
by drawing guidance from what they see 
in the behavior of the sun, moon, stars, 
winds, waves, trees, birds, animals and 
other natural phenomenon” (Simpson, 
2014, p. 14). Accordingly, I believe that the 
substitution of Western sciences for a ‘felt 
knowledge’ in Noopiming establishes the 
ground for the idea of ‘bird as pedagogy.’

The passage I mentioned in the 
introduction of this paper is a good 
example of the birds’ lessons: Asin 
sits and watches for “bird ethics” 
(Simpson, 2020, p. 112), which include 
the feminist values of “consent,” “care,” 
and “queerness,” as well as “self-
determination” and “sovereignty” (p. 112). 
Interestingly, learning to care and love 
through birds occurs in many iterations 
throughout the novel. From the lesbian 
geese Asin only sees the “purest form of 
love” (Simpson, 2020, p. 116). From the 
grackles Sabe learns that “the parenting of 
humans is relentless” (Simpson, 2020, p. 
44). From double-crested cormorants and 
black-crowned night-herons in Tommy 
Thompson Park, Asin comes to know that 
their feathered relatives are still actively 
involved in the “work to reproduce not 
just their bodies, but all the structures, 
behaviours and beliefs that enable large-
scale survival” (Simpson, 2020, p. 74). All 
of these examples of ‘birds of pedagogy’ 
demonstrate that teaching is related to 
reproductive labour – lessons in love, care, 
parenthood, and cultural transmission.
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If we apply the same thought process as 
Sabe when they sit on their porch and 
watch the grackle, namely “thinking about 
[grackle’s parenthood] in the context of 
their own life” (Simpson, 2020, p. 44), 
I believe we can observe how care and 
cultural transmission appear in other 
parts of the book, closely connected to 
the characters of Asin and Lucy. On the 
one hand, Akiwenzii is “trying to teach 
Lucy and Asin how to do ceremony” 
(Simpson, 2020, p. 73), but it remains a 
slow, non-linear process. On the other 
hand, Simpson writes that Asin barely 
notices when someone likes them, that 
they are “often challenged by love and 
humans,” and “it is only within Asin’s 
capacity to practice those kinds of 
relations with birds” (Simpson, 2020, p. 
113). In this passage, I read birdwatching 
as the ground to practice love and care 
work. Comparable to Simpson’s ‘land as 
pedagogy,’ birdwatching becomes both the 
context and the process of learning love. 
Hence, not only are the feathered teachers 
in Noopiming the knowledge keepers of 
reproductive labour – care, love, cultural 
transmission – but this pedagogy is 
enacted by other characters and in other 
relationships throughout the novel; for 
instance, Akiwenzii’s attempt to transmit 
ceremonies is comparable to double-
crested cormorants’ work to ensure 
long-term survival. (Simpson, 2014) 
Birdwatching also prepares the ground for 
queer love, when Asin and Lucy cuddle 
on a blue tarp in Tommy Thompson Park: 
“And then Biidaaban [Lucy] closes the 
space between Asin's body and theirs, fits 
Asin's body into Biidaaband's” (p. 276). 
The relationality between bird teachers 
and the humans that observe them reveals 
a form of learning that draws guidance 
from the land.

Feeding as Reciprocity

Before concluding, I would like to offer 
my interpretation of Lucy and Asin’s 
final scene in Tommy Thompson Park, 
where they gather rice and offer it to 
the migrant geese. Throughout Chapter 
Nine, the geese teach both the readers 

and Asin, who takes notes about “one 
of the older [geese]” that “does most of 
the communicating” (Simpson, 2020, p. 
269). The geese share seven lectures and 
seven stories to direct the younger geese 
on their migratory journey. The chapter 
also highlights the conflict between the 
“migrant[s]” (Simpson, 2020, p. 244) and 
the “year-round residents” (Simpson, 
2020, p. 240). Again, if we connect the 
birds’ behaviour to human contexts, 
resonances emerge between the geese’s 
conflict regarding migration and between 
Asin and Lucy, who are characterized 
correspondingly as the one who sits 
and the one who leaves “but always 
come[s] back” (Simpson, 2020, p. 66): 
“Lucy spends a lot of time trying to lure 
Asin out of the city on the GO train or 
the Greyhound. [...] Asin needs a lot of 
help to get moving, a lot of help to move 
outside of themselves” (Simpson, 2020, 
p. 71). I would argue that the geese teach 
them how to sustain their relationship 
despite this tension. Studying the leader 
of migrant geese helps Asin come to 
terms with movement and mobility. 
Additionally, sharing grains with the 
geese indicates an intention to offer a gift 
to establish mutual trust, similarly to what 
Simpson describes in Land as Pedagogy, 
when Kwezens gifts tobacco to the maple 
tree: “She does this as a mechanism to set 
up a relationship with the maple tree that 
is based on mutual respect, reciprocity, 
and caring” (Simpson, 2014, p. 12). These 
moments symbolize opportunities to 
learn from birds – like a classroom – and 
the gift-giving required to establish 
reciprocity, mutual respect, and care.

Conclusion

In this paper, I proposed that Noopiming 
repurposes the Western practice of 
birdwatching to enact the idea of ‘bird 
as pedagogy.’ We have seen, first, how 
Simpson offers epistemic alternatives 
through an embodied gaze and stories, 
and how, then, birds became teachers of 
care, love, and cultural transmission. I 
showed how bird ethics interplayed with 
other elements of the characters’ lives, 
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such as learning ceremony or practicing 
love. Finally, I explored the notion of bird-
feeding as an expression of reciprocity, 
mutual respect, and care towards birds, 
interpreting the migrant-resident conflict 
of the Canadian geese in relation to 
Lucy and Asin’s opposition in terms of 
mobility. I primarily focused on birds 
and birdwatching because in my sense, 
the characters’ gaze refers back to the act 
of reading the novel. Noopiming offers 
various representations of how animals 
can be teachers, while birdwatching 
serves as a vehicle to foreground the 
trajectory of this learning process – from 
decentering Western knowledge systems 
to establishing relationships grounded in 
reciprocity. In this way, Noopiming offers 
a mode of reading that is grounded in 
processes of learning through the more-
than-human.
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Flux as Pedagogy: The Indefinite Denominator of 
Radical Worlds
By Nina Bakan

In an age of anthropocentric precarity, a 
once vast and expansive Earth somehow 
feels smaller as the fallout of late 
capitalism and coloniality extend like 
feelers throughout our social and material 
worlds. The pain can be heard to the varied 
amplitudes of ground-shaking exclaim 
or murmured whimpers, an echoing 
cacophony. The Earth has many voices. 
Climate catastrophe sounds both apt and 
too sudden to describe a kind of violence 
that never ends. How do we find peace 
in a damaged world? A way forward that 
cultivates care and attention to the depth 
of our entangled realities and the lifelines 
shared across time, space, and species – a 
kind of unity?

Neoliberalism dominates Western society 
precisely because it predicates on the 
values of unity and peace, but does so by 
preserving the status quo and maintaining 
social order through the suppression of 
radical change. As Elizabeth Povinelli 
argues, neoliberal efforts to commensurate 
dissenting worldviews often result 
in the neutralization of the essential 
differences that set these worlds apart. 
Under the paradigm of liberal tolerance 
and unity, radical worlds are rendered 
“unremarkable” (Povinelli, 2001). How 
then, can we care for one another in an 
ongoing state of precarity, attuned to our 
entangled (albeit distinctive) realities 
without obscuring the differences? How 
can unity be established without falling 
into the trap of neoliberal “diversity,” 
colour-blindness, and its capitalistic and 
colonial overtones? As a philosophical 
way forward, I suggest we build unity 
through flux, inspired by the scholarship 
of Donna Haraway and her theory of 
making kin with non-human species. Flux 
represents the paradox of an indefinite 
denominator, a flow of energy or lifeline 
that persists across diverse worlds and 
entangled relations. By resisting the 
temptation to read difference through the 

overarching narrative of neoliberalism, we 
can build strength through flux, thereby 
commensurating radical worlds through an 
ethos of attunement to our differentiated 
realities.

Commensuration and Curation

Povinelli (2001) uses the analogy of 
linguistic indeterminacy to describe the 
difficulty in commensurating divergent 
social worlds. When a text is translated 
two different ways, resulting in two 
incompatible yet correct translations, it 
is difficult to pick one translation over 
the other (Povinelli, 2001). Linguistic 
indeterminacy represents the liminal space 
of this uncertainty, which Povinelli (2001) 
views as akin to social incommensuration, 
when two divergent ontologies or 
worldviews offer equally valid perceptions 
of reality. Liberalism seeks to bridge the 
boundaries between these worlds, often 
distorting them in the process. 

This poses an interesting problem for 
non-minoritarian allies of marginalized 
communities: acts of allyship, especially 
among cultural workers such as curators, 
educators, cultural programmers etc. 
typically involve social commensuration 
– acts of bringing different people and 
ideas together towards achieving a sense 
of common ground and understanding. If 
social commensuration typically follows 
the neoliberal practice of looking past 
cultural difference in favour of cultivating 
a safe sense of unity (that obeys and 
adheres to the dominant Western social 
structures and paradigms) how can 
allies instead support the differences 
that define divergent worldviews? How 
can these worlds be kept alive and 
distinctive in social settings that encourage 
commensuration? 

I carry this question with me throughout 
my life. As a white, cis-gender curator, arts 



PA
TH

W
AY

S

19

programmer, and PhD student, I regularly 
ask myself what impact my work has on 
others. In 2021 I had the opportunity to 
collaborate with a group of fellow graduate 
students at the University of Victoria to 
develop educational programming around 
the Coast Salish Indigenous ancestral 
burial site, Ye’yumnuts, located in the 
town of Duncan on Vancouver Island. 
We undertook this work in conversation 
with members of Cowichan Tribes. What 
was otherwise an exciting opportunity 
felt troubling; how do I step into this 
community as an outsider and produce 
something that they both want and need? 
Who am I to assume what they want or 
need? 

For curators this is a meaningful concern. 
The term ‘curation’ stems from the Latin 
verb, curare, to care for. Curators organize 
exhibitions as an expression of care for 
both the art and artists. Yet curation also 
serves as a form of social commensuration, 
an act of bringing together different ideas, 
artistic perspectives, and developing a 
theme that ties them all together. Curation 
can serve an important role in supporting 
marginalized artists – monetarily, but also 
in the social act of holding space for radical 
ontologies to be expressed rather than 
repressed. 

Yet no matter how well-intentioned 
curators and the museums they work for 
may be, the Western art museum exists on 
foundations of colonial violence that have 
been sheltered beneath a liberal veneer. 
Countless prized artefacts and cultural 
works have made their way into museums 
through wartime pillaging and have yet 
to be repatriated. The common practice 
of placing artworks in vitrines directly 
descends from the “cabinet of curiosity,” 
display cases that were historically 
maintained by collectors to show off 
prized objects gathered from around the 
world. Not to mention that arts workers 
are notoriously underpaid, often denied 
the right to unionize, and face consistent 
job insecurity due to funding cuts. I could 
always go on, but will instead recommend 
Laura Raicovich’s Culture Strike: Art 

and Museums in an Age of Protest for an 
insightful and much more in-depth dive 
into the problematic politics that persist 
within the dominant culture of institutional 
art museums.

All of these thoughts clouded my 
interactions at Ye’yumnuts. I wanted to 
use my curatorial and arts programming 
skills to support the community, but 
felt stuck on the idea that acts of social 
commensuration in the art world too often 
fall into perpetuating colonial values 
and upholding neoliberal forms of social 
control. My role in the project soon became 
clearer when we took a trip to the nearby 
town of Ladysmith to meet with educators 
at the local secondary school. 

Resources Are Dead 

Ladysmith Secondary School has a strong 
Indigenous education sector, which 
permeates many aspects of student life. 
When meeting with educator Bill Taylor 
at the school, he made an important 
comment regarding how the work we 
partake in at Ye’yumnuts should reflect the 
values of Indigenous teaching. He stated 
emphatically, “Resources are dead. Make 
something living” (Fieldnotes, 2021).

In prior years the school had received 
an important grant that supported 
the production of various artworks to 
be displayed around the school, each 
constructed of wood from a single cedar 
log (Fieldnotes, 2021). Bill gestured to an 
expansive, criss-crossing woven sculpture 
situated high on one of the school’s foyer 
walls. Rectangular and flat with tightly 
woven cedar fibers segmented into a grid 
pattern, the sculpture resembled a broad 
quilt (Fieldnotes, 2021). As Bill explained, 
the school had originally considered 
displaying a cedar canoe (made from the 
same log) on this wall where this artwork 
now hung. However, they decided against 
this option. A canoe belongs in water, and 
forcing it to fulfill a role that went against 
its fundamental purpose would kill the 
canoe’s spirit. The weave, on the other 
hand, was designed to be displayed in this 
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manner (Fieldnotes, 2021). These ethical 
concerns reflected the school’s stance on 
Indigenous education. The term “resource” 
often denotes extraction; for instance, 
the land is only referred to as a resource 
insofar as it offers materials for human 
consumption. Therefore, educational 
resources carry the connotation that their 
teachings are transactional and devoid of 
life. Instead, learning should be a lively 
process in which the student, teacher, and 
content grow in tandem – each feeding one 
another in collaboration. 

By appropriately displaying the weave on 
the wall instead of the canoe, the school 
honoured the intrinsic liveliness that 
ran through both objects, like tributaries 
flowing from the cedar tree. This expressed 
an ethic of interspecies entanglement 
reflected in the school’s approach to 
Indigenous education: education should 
be alive, evolving, and attuned to the 
interconnections between materiality, 
knowledge, and place. But how can this 
ethic be maintained by non-Indigenous 
allies without viewing these entangled 
realities through the Vaseline-smeared lens 
of liberal homogeneity?

Flux as Indefinite Denominator 

Flux as ethic, pedagogy, and practice offers 
a possible way forward. Donna Haraway 
exemplifies the vital role of flux in her 
theoretical approach to making kin with 
non-human species. In her influential 

work, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin 
in the Chthulucene Haraway (2016) defines 
making kin as a philosophical necessity 
for surviving our current epoch. She 
argues for the importance of engaging 
in interspecies collaboration through the 
dual processes of sympoiesis and tentacular 
thinking. She describes sympoiesis as 
collaborative processes of “making-with” 
that occur through non-hierarchical, 
symbiotic partnerships (Haraway, 2016, p. 
33). Meanwhile, tentacular thinking serves 
as an ethical framework for deciphering 
where these sympoietic partnerships 
emerge and how they can be supported; 
flux-ridden processes of inquiry attuned 
to the interconnections between species, 
materiality, and semiotic world-building 
(Haraway, 2016). 

Haraway (2016) argues that tentacular 
thinking and sympoiesis depend on SF, a 
logic for mapping the connections between 
different worlds. While SF primarily refers 
to string figures (as connective tissue 
between these worlds), Haraway makes 
clear that SF also represents many other 
forms of world-building and imaginative 
thinking, such as “speculative fabulation, 
science fiction, science fact, speculative 
feminism, soin de ficelle, and so far” 
(Haraway, 2016, p. 31). An expansive logic, 
SF entails an attunement to flux across 
diverse material and social worlds:

SF is storytelling and fact telling; it 
is the patterning of possible worlds 
and possible times, material-semiotic 
worlds, gone, here, and yet to come. I 
work with string figures as a theoretical 
trope, a way to think-with a host of 
companions in sympoietic threading, 
felting, tangling, tracking, and sorting. 
I work with and in SF as material-
semiotic composting, as theory in the 
mud, as muddle. (Haraway, 2016, p. 31)

Importantly, Haraway emphasizes that 
SF offers no sense of finality. Instead, SF 
highlights how worlds are entangled in 
constantly shifting assemblages. Linear 
temporality and teleology are rejected in 
favour of “gone, here, and yet to come” 
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and commensuration becomes situated 
in the flux that defines our collective 
origins and futures (Haraway, 2016, p. 31). 
Haraway offers a holistic outlook on the 
material and social connections that make 
up interspecies ecosystems and human-to-
human forms of commensuration without 
obscuring the differences that make these 
exchanges possible. Flux therefore takes 
on the role of a paradoxically indefinite 
denominator – a through-line between 
life-worlds typified by its transformative, 
mercurial nature. This paradox is integral 
to the problem of how we commensurate 
social worlds without erasing their radical 
differences.

Flux as Pedagogy, Commensurating 
Radical Worlds 

I view my contributions to Ye’yumnuts as 
a subtle push for educators to engage in 
flux as pedagogy. In the end, I used my 
programming skills to develop an art-
based exercise for high school students. 
In this exercise students are guided to 
explore the site of Ye’yumnuts  while 
experimenting with photography as a form 
of visual world-building. Ideally, through 
artistic experimentation the students 
will consider their role in contributing to 
Ye’yumnuts as a collectively defined place 
and will question how the site’s physical 
landscape has been shaped by colonialism 
and climate change.

Bringing in new audiences to learn about 
Ye’yumnuts’ history is an act of social 
commensuration. However, my hope is 
that with attunement to difference and 
guidance towards thinking critically 
about place-based entanglement, 
commensuration can occur through the 
celebration rather than the repression 
of ontological difference. Each student 
embodies a world unto themselves 
comprised of knotted, tangled relations 
– connections to other human and non-
human beings, places, objects, memories, 
and the land. These life-worlds may 
collide, yet maintain the distinctive 
differences that keep them alive.

Through flux as pedagogy, learning 
can also be kept alive. Learning can 
occur outside the repressive nature of 
dead resources by cultivating a sense of 
attunement and care towards ontological 
difference – different worldviews, 
different modes of living, different life-
worlds that exist on and within the 
land. Flux connects these worlds; it 
represents the tentacular entanglements 
of interspecies relations, the lifeblood of 
the Earth flowing through all things. As a 
paradoxically indefinite denominator, Flux 
illuminates the intersections between these 
worlds – connected, yet fundamentally 
incommensurable.

References 

Haraway, Donna (2016). Staying with 
the Trouble: Making Kin in the 
Chthulucene. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press.

Povinelli, Elizabeth (2001). Radical 
Worlds: The Anthropology 
of Incommensurability and 
Inconceivability. Annual Review of 
Anthropology, Vol. 30, 319-334.

Raicovich, Laura (2021). Culture Strike: Art 
and Museums in an Age of Protest. 
London: Verso.

 

Nina Bakan (she/her) is an arts programmer 
and curator of mixed settler descent from 
Tkaronto/Toronto (traditional territory of 
the Mississaugas of the Credit, Anishnabeg, 
Chippewa, Haudenosaunee, and Wendat 
peoples). She recently completed her MFA in 
Criticism and Curatorial Practice at OCAD 
University (2021) and is now pursuing an 
Interdisciplinary PhD with a specialization in 
Cultural, Social, and Political Thought at the 
University of Victoria. Nina’s research addresses 
how land-based artistic practice can challenge 
exclusionary politics within the mainstream 
art world. She is particularly interested in how 
ocularcentrism within museums and galleries 
(the prioritization of sight over embodied 
feeling) implicitly reinforces colonial logics of 
domination and objectification.



PA
TH

W
AY

S

22

ngaging With PlaceE
Gone Fishin’: Newfoundland Wild Pedagogies 
Inspired Lessons
By Chris Peters
Newfoundland. The name conjures images of 
an austere, bleak beauty. 

Waves dashing themselves into foamy white 
cascades against rocky cliffs. 

Gulls, kittiwakes, puffins, fulmars, turrs—the 
air swirling with birds. Their cries compete 
with the rushing roil of the slate grey seas. A 
slant of sun like the Hand of God reaching 
down to sparkle upon the rolling surface. 

Tuckamore. Wind-snarled forests. 

Men and women emerging from homes 
weathered grey clustered near the shore. Faces 
as worn and fissured as the land, smiling out 
into the maelstrom of sea, weather, life that 
defines this place.

After all, Newfoundland is a hard place. But 
a good one too. Hence eleven communities 
named Paradise, here.

Ah, but these images are torn from a reel of 
tourist kitsch beckoning the masses to The 
Rock. It has little to do with the day-to-day 
reality here. There’s a slew of McDonalds, 
long line-ups of idling trucks out of every Tim 
Hortons drive-thru, a scattershot of Starbucks 
within too-close driving distance, expensive 
bakeries for the well-heeled. The small 
harbourside of St. John’s is crowded with blue 
and orange ships that prowl the high seas for 
the offshore oil industry.

Yes, the wind still sails through the trees, 
gnarling them with salt and lashing gusts. 
The waves still seethe upon our ancient, rocky 
shores, but our days here are spent mostly 
indoors, on screens.

At the same time, the average age of 
Newfoundland fishers is pushing north of 60.
Even older for the few crackpots who dare 
the elements, the acidic, rocky soil and 
contemptuous whims of Mother Nature to 
grow vegetables or raise animals here. 
Them times of living off the sea and land and 

its capricious moods is done.

Back to Normal?

I hear the post-pandemic commentary, “It’s so 
good to be back to normal”, and wonder.
Is it?

The legacy of Zoom classes and online 
assignments has normalized screen time, 
optimized technology’s use in the classroom, 
and cemented smartphones as a fixture in 
schools and society at ever younger ages. 
Smartphones require precious minerals 
mined from places like the Republic of 
Congo, exacerbating conflict zones that have 
produced untold human misery and tens of 
millions dead and displaced, not to mention 
ecological annihilation (Niarchos, 2021). There 
are proposed mega-copper projects in still-
pristine wilderness areas like Minnesota’s 
Boundary Waters and Alaska’s Pebble Mine 
(Riverhorse, 2020). The former mine is in 
Bristol Bay, home to an intact salmon fishery 
and one of the densest concentrations of 
grizzly bears in North America. Pristine, 
nearly untouched. All this to feed the world’s 
demand for more smartphones (and smart 
technologies and electric cars). The price of 
connectivity and sustainability (Altschul, 
2018).

Paul Kingsnorth in his essay Life versus The 
Machine (2021) notes that if everyone shut 
down all their social media accounts there 
would be a corresponding major drop in 
greenhouse gas emissions. The impact of 
internet storage facilities is equivalent to the 
global aviation industry. This is The Machine, 
which increasingly is dictating terms to 
Life. The Machine’s makers keep promising 
they will arrive at the elusive Holy Grail of 
sustainability.

Soon.

Meanwhile, migratory bird populations 
plummet (Trail, 2022). Humans and livestock 
make up over 90% of the land-based 
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biomass on Earth (Kingsnorth, 2021). Global 
greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise. 
If the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic 
gave us care for the community, if it allowed 
us a chance to slow down, breathe and be 
at wonder in the face of our surrounding 
commons, then this normal is the opposite. 

Place of Wild Pedagogies

Wild Pedagogies emerged out of a recognition 
that education (learners and teachers in 
particular) has an important role to play in 
how society deals with the climate crisis. 

Wild Pedagogies takes the stand that the 
status quo in education and society will not 
get us out of this climate quagmire we’re 
currently mucking through. But it comes as 
we reckon with a present and near future 
that is far different and much worse than 
even scientists imagined. They are unsure 
exactly what the future will bring. Only 
that a continuation of things as they are will 
make it worse to a degree as yet unspoken of 
(Harrabin, 2022). 

Here in Newfoundland, 2022 brought a 
summer of searing heat, drought and forest 
fires, and then Hurricane Fiona devastated 
the southwest coast. This is to say nothing 
of the atmospheric rivers (the new lexicon of 
the climate crisis) that sent cascades of rain 
upon Newfoundland last winter, washing out 
roads, flooding homes and towns. 

The Western lifestyle we live has “lost the 
knowledge of and subverted the social 
structures for, living well with place” 
(Jickling et al, 2018, p. 3). Where once 
Newfoundland supported a thriving outport 
fishing culture that was attuned to the local 
environment, today it would seem that most 
Newfoundlanders are more entranced by the 
6.3 inches of SQUID (square inches of screen 
display) in their hands than in going out 
jigging for squid. This break between people 
and the natural world can be attended to 
through “active engagement with the natural 
world” (Jickling et al, 2018, p. 3). Right now, 
suggest the authors of Wild Pedagogies, 
as we stand on this precarious precipice 
of ecological disaster is “a time for bold 

experimentation and imagination… where 
we let teachers and learners try things out.” 
We need to experiment with our relationship 
to and with Nature, with each other, and the 
more-than-human world around us. We need 
not be bystanders in a story written by others.

We are empowered. This is no easy task 
though. 

Traditional life for Indigenous Peoples 
in Canada and around the world, for the 
dispossessed who inhabit the barrios and 
ghettos of many large cities, has been 
disconnected from nature by poverty, racism, 
enforced servitude and political repression. 
There is a different, but still poignant, 
disconnect in my middle and upper class 
students, entranced by a world online and 
the alluring promise of material well-being, 
even excess. So to find that resonance with 
our surroundings, to appreciate the limits 
that place us in the larger world is a tall order. 
Nature should be our teacher. But it requires, 
to borrow from the late Barry Lopez (2019), 
that this relationship between humanity and 
nature be redreamed.

In this light, the more-than-human world 
of Northern Flickers and kittiwakes, birch 
and spruce, humpbacks and orcas, harp and 
hooded seals, capelin and brown trout, the 
keen of the wind and rush of waves, the 
February sleet storm and August wildfire, 
are the content and instructors of our way 
forward. We need to learn how to observe, to 
listen, to smell the seasons. We’ll need to dress 
for the weather and acclimatize to the seasons. 
Find resonance, even comfort, there.

Gone Fishing

This was how I came to bring my classes cod 
fishing.

Looking around Leo and Kimberly’s open 
26-foot fibreglass boat as it pushes through 
the concrete breakwater of Petty Harbour, 
you can see and feel a current of excitement. 
There are nervous smiles and laughs, some 
students clutching at the plywood bench seats 
too tightly. Their movements tinged with 
nervousness, even fear of the unknown, of 
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where we are going, of all those what-ifs.
On a gorgeous sunny morning in late 
September, a student asked (to everyone 
and no one), “Maybe we should go back 
now?” every few minutes. On that trip, we 
all learned the true meaning of fetch, or wind 
generated waves, which had the sea rolling. 
Landlubbers all, we knew ourselves out of 
our element. So, a part of me agreed with the 
student as the boat pitched up and down, as 
sky gave way to water and back again.

Another part of me reveled in the sensation.

Leo, a fisherman all his life, and Kimberly, a 
trained Marine Biologist and former teacher, 
run Fishing for Success (F4S) out of Petty 
Harbour. F4S is an educational non-profit 
focused on the cod fishery and the ecological 
state of Newfoundland’s waters. It’s their 
attempt to help keep alive the outport cod 
fishing culture, to live attuned with the 
seasons and place. Students are entrusted 
with handlines and knives and learn the old 
ways of navigating and handling oneself here, 
in this place. 

Students learn to tie a withe, through which 
spruce oars were threaded, holding them tight 
to toll-pins in row-punts and dories that were 
the foundation of the shore fishery. They’ve 
rinded spruce trees (removing all the bark) 
to make them last longer in wharves and 
outbuildings. They’ve threaded squid bait 
onto hooks and sent them tumbling over the 
side of the boat scored by thousands of cut 
lines to the fishing grounds 30 fathoms below.

What catches me every time is how absorbed 
they are (we all are) by the world around us 
while out fishing. The rush of wind, the lap of 
water, the pitch and roll of the boat, the reek 
of gas fumes, the tang of salt water, the startle 
of a codfish pulled like deadweight up from 
the depths suddenly lashing for life. 

Leo calling out, “I’ve got one on the line! 
Who’ll bring it up?” and the clamber of 
someone moving to him. Their faces break 
into smiles they find hard to shake.

Students cut out cod tongues. They’ve 
handled cod eyes, cod livers, cod hearts, and 
sound bones. They’ve examined cod intestines 
for food, or lack thereof. Some repulsed, 
some entranced, but all gathered around the 
cutting table. Leo and Kimberly do this not to 
desecrate the animal but to help young people 
appreciate codfish in its totality. Kimberly 
talks to the students about sustainable fishing. 
About how codfish feel stress and pain, how 
industrial fishing kills them indiscriminately.

How there aren’t many left. And what is left 
is small.

I have found that the measure of a good field 
trip, like most everything, are in the stories 
that percolate for long after the event. And 
going cod fishing with students has generated 
some great stories.

There was Hannah hauling in one codfish 
after another. She baited the hooks with squid, 
as though she did this everyday, then tossed 
the hooks clear of the boat. She fed line out 
until she hit the fishing shoal and then pulled 
up the line. Within a minute, she’d caught 
another one. A natural, in her own words. 

“Not my first time at the cod fishing rodeo”, 
she smirked, blue eyes shining.
Or Maksym, a Ukrainian exchange student 
out on the ocean for the first time in his life. 
He tried to teach us all a Ukrainian fishing 
song that we stumbled through. Then he 
managed to snare the biggest codfish of 
anyone. His face split in a grin.
But the best (and worst) story belongs to 
poor Owen. The roll of the boat caught him 
out suddenly and he lurched past Leo and 
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Kimberly who were helping a student haul up 
a fish. He retched loudly over the stern, then 
again. Seasick. 

He turned back to us, green about the gills 
with a wobbly smile on his face and gave us a 
thumbs up when we asked after him. Rather 
sheepishly, I found that I couldn’t get the 
smile off my face. It seemed in very bad form 
as a teacher to be smiling while a student was 
sick. But try as I might, it kept creeping back.

A friend of mine who has his captain’s ticket, 
who has sailed through typhoons and pirate-
infested waters, got annoyed at me. “Have 
you ever been seasick?”  he asked. I admitted 
that I have not. “Not much fun,” he said with 
finality.

But fishing is fun. It engages us in a way that 
even the best classroom lesson cannot. It 
immerses us in a world beyond our control. 
It gets students talking. The lessons inherent 
in fishing are not owned by the teacher nor 
imposed by the curriculum. The lessons 
are experienced and made by the students 
themselves. The totality of fishing out in the 
world hooks them deeply. Hence the smiles 
and the lingering stories, months after the 
fact. 

If the times are gone, where people lived in 
step with the seasons and with what the sea 
and land provided (not always enough), then 
going fishing is a step towards re-engaging 
with this place, here, a little bit more. That 
an outport fishing culture that was attuned 
to the variables of weather, of navigation by 
wind and landmarks, of knowing where the 
fish were, is still relevant. But we have to get 
outside into it.
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Empathizing With the Bear: From Solitude to 
Solidarity in the Forests of Vancouver Island
By Carly Wiechnik

Shortly after I began my 800-kilometre 
hike from the southern end to the northern 
tip of Vancouver Island, I realized I was 
not prepared for the solitude I was about 
to face. It is true that I was expecting 
to not see another human face for days 
on end—as far as I knew, I was the only 
one attempting a thru-hike of the trail 
in 2022. Venturing out past the fringes 
of civilization and into the depths of the 
backcountry shook up my world in ways 
that I could never have anticipated.

Walking through the wilderness, carrying 
food and shelter on my back, I was 
surprised to feel the heightened awareness 
of my aloneness establishing itself as an 
undercurrent to the rest of my experience. 
My mind reached out past the horizon, 
somehow sensing the absence of any 
human souls nearby for miles and miles. 
I climbed mountains, crossed valleys, 
traversed snowy passes, and forded rivers. 
Yet however pristine the places I passed 
through appeared, I could not fully relax 
into the beauty of the experience. My body 
tensed at every rustle and every flicker 
at the corner of my eye. Cut off from the 
safety of the human herd, I felt vulnerable 
and fearful. The constant stream of 
adrenaline coursing through my veins fried 
my nerves and left me fatigued.

The fear, the jitter in my muscle, and 
the shortness of my breath, brought the 
objects of my awareness into a sharper 
focus. I noticed the colors of the herbs and 
wildflowers, reaching up from the mossy 
ground, and the changing shape of light as 
it filtered through the hemlock and fir. My 
senses turned outward, not out of curiosity, 
but through an instinct of self-defence. My 
animal body was ready to react at the first 
sign of danger. 

I was no longer in an environment that 
was deliberately catered to my species. No 
roads or sidewalks for ease of travel. No 

restaurants or toilets to fulfill basic needs. 
No easy access to a hospital or emergency 
services (if I pressed the SOS button on 
my satellite communicator, it would take 
hours, maybe even a day, until search and 
rescue would be able to get to me). The 
physical supports of society were nowhere 
to be found. At a deep level, my being 
realized my disconnection from the ‘tribe,’ 
and it continually sounded the alarm. I 
was aware of the primordial panic bubbled 
around the corners of my consciousness. 
I tried my best to stay calm, knowing that 
I was alone, and there was no one else to 
talk me through my anxieties. 

After travelling the backroads and 
overgrown trails in the section between 
Lake Cowichan and Port Alberni, just 
over a week into my undertaking, I 
was surprised to find myself craving 
the company of other people. I always 
thought of myself as an introvert, and 
so the feeling was an unfamiliar one—I 
am usually craving alone time instead. 
As I wondered at my increased desire 
for human connection, I realized that 
another human face, and another human 
set of senses, would help to ground my 
experiences in a way that validated them 
as real and truthful. Perhaps, on top of the 
safety and security of being surrounded 
by civilization, I also wanted the comfort 
of life within the confines of collectively 
confirmed reality—the reality that I 
disconnected myself from when I ventured 
off on my own.

The longer I went without seeing another 
human, the more I felt adrift in my own 
little world. I felt as if I had no anchor 
point from which to judge and classify my 
experiences. The deeper I ventured into 
the forest, the more untethered I became. 
Suddenly, I could not determine anything 
with the same certainty as I might have 
if I were surrounded by other people. 
Other people could confirm the reality of 
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my world and the appropriateness of my 
actions. With only myself to bear witness to 
the landscape I was walking, it seemed that 
I could have left Earth and walked right 
into dreamland without having known 
any better. No other being within which 
I could recognize another ‘self —capable 
of perception and free will, desire, and 
autonomy—was around to confirm that 
any of what I was experiencing was real. 

I was all alone in my world. And this 
meant that there was no one else to judge 
the riskiness of the situations I was putting 
myself in. The next leg of the journey 
ascended into the steep, snowy slopes of 
the Beaufort Range. My heart in my mouth, 
I clambered up and down icy cliffs and 
kicked in footholds to cross avalanche 
pathways. I clung onto trees for dear life 
as I lowered myself down Mount Henry 
Spencer, convinced I would fall all the way 
to the bottom of the valley if I made one 
wrong move.

I did not see another person for five days. 
In my mind, this was the most danger I 
have ever put myself in: the chances of 
accident and injury seemed so high. But 
were they really? I had no way to gauge 
whether my assessment of the risk was 
appropriate or not. It was just me and 
the mountains. But then again, were the 
mountains really there, in their glistening 
white majesty, if I had no second witness?

My passage through the northern interior 
of the island began with a similar flavor 
to the previous legs of my journey. The 
constant consciousness of my isolation 
inspired anxieties about worst-case 
scenarios. I dreaded any interactions with 
the forms of wildlife that carried ominous 
reputations. I wanted to blind myself 
to any sight or sign of the black bear, a 
creature I had never encountered alone. 

However, in my fearful state, I only became 
ever more attuned to the environmental 
patterns that indicated the proximity of 
such a beast. I noticed every pile of scat on 
the ground and how fresh it was. I noticed 
footprints and claw marks in the mud. 

After days of transiting through lush river 
valleys deep in the forest, I began to see 
how these signs were more concentrated 
around wet areas ripe with salmonberries, 
blueberries, and skunk cabbage. I started 
to understand the characteristics of bear 
habitat, and with that, how my chances 
of running into the black brutes changed 
depending on the environment I found 
myself in. And so, paradoxically, though I 
was initially motivated by an aversion to 
the species I assumed to be a danger to my 
being, I began to understand the landscape 
through the perspective of the bear. 

The simple fact of the animals’ wills, 
desires, and autonomy stared me in the 
face as I explored my world unwittingly 
through their eyes. Suddenly, I could 
understand the habits of an individual 
who inhabited a magnificently different 
physical form to my own. Pondering a 
flattened wallow under an old cedar tree, 
I thought about how comfortable it must 
have been to curl up in. Such a feature 
would not have made itself known to my 
senses before.

Then came the moment that the spell of 
fear was broken. In my first interaction 
with the animal from my nightmares, 
I was rounding a corner in a swampy, 
abundantly berried area. My mind did not 
compute the large black mass as a bear 
until after it had seen me, flashed its wary 
eyes, and blundered off back into the bush 
in a hurry. 

In that moment, I recognized so much 
of myself in the creature, in its own 
uneasiness and caution. It ignited within 
me a strange kind of fellow feeling that 
I had never experienced before—one 
that reached out beyond differences in 
physical form, lifestyle, and language, and 
straight to the heart of the beast that I had 
dreaded to face just a few minutes before. 
I almost smiled at the unexpectedness of 
how quickly everything changed after 
the seconds-long encounter with the bear, 
in whose territory I was but a guest, a 
transient pilgrim. 
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The attitude of my probing perceptions 
immediately changed from anxiety to 
awe. Out of the fearsome cartoon that is 
their stereotype in the civilized world, the 
furry beings morphed before my eyes into 
personalities with self-interests of their 
own. Their whole existence, contrary to my 
misunderstandings, did not revolve around 
attacking lone hikers for lunch. They 
lived a rich and complex life, layered with 
emotion, much like my own.

The shaky doubts of my own sense-
perceptions and the subtle questioning 
of my sanity seemed to disappear after 
that potent meeting. It seemed that in 
the vacuum left by the absence of human 
society—as I ventured out past the 
certainty of human collective reality—other 
forms of life stepped in to become my 
fellow witnesses to the world. Creatures, 
yet unknown to me as friends, came forth 
to my aid. As they weaved through the 
landscape, dancing within the scenes 
before me, they affirmed the concreteness 
of the beauty reaching my eyes by acting 
and reacting as if the world existed for 
them too. 

The tension released from my body, and 
for the first time since I began my long 
hike, I was able to relax into the rhythm of 
my days. The worries of meeting the wild 
personalities of the places I was travelling 
through, and the worries of losing my 
ability to discern the real, all dissipated. 
They left in their place a feeling of respect 
for the woods and the beings that call the 
woods home. In exchange for my reverent 
pilgrimage, I was sure to be granted safe 
travels and to retain my saneness. This 
seemed obvious to me, once I had taken 
the first step towards empathizing with the 
bear.

It was obfuscated before, by my unwitting 
impulse to make sense of the world 
through the eyes of my own species. But 
my empathy for the bears, the birds, the 
elk, and the firs, forcefully diversified 
my perceptions into new angles and new 
possibilities. What happens next, now that 
I can accept a reality constructed through 

the many senses of these wild beings, 
who previously only served to make up 
the background of my experience? What 
happens now that I’ve invited them to 
participate in the very meaning-making 
of my world, that privileged position that 
formerly applied only to fellow members 
of my two-legged family?

I felt humbled to have experienced 
such a lesson in the intelligence and 
individuality of such creatures. Too often 
they fade into the background of the 
generic “nature” scene common to our 
collective consciousness—a blur of green 
that swallows any one component’s efforts 
to stand out and truly be seen. The way 
we treat nature as a monolith serves to 
further separate humanity from that which 
it is descended from, and ultimately, that 
which it still is. The fact that we are nature 
too could not be better illustrated by our 
ability to reach out so emotively across the 
species divide. 

The absence of any mediating force 
between me and the wild was what 
enabled me to experience such a 
connection with the bear. In my solitude, 
undistracted by the familiar language of 
a fellow human, the forest was able to 
deliver its wisdom directly, in a way that 
could never be replicated by a human 
teacher or a human guide. These kinds 
of unconstructed, spontaneous learning 
experiences that weave themselves 
seamlessly into the storyline of life hold so 
much more meaning than any classroom 
experience could ever carry.

Carly’s love of the outdoors began with family 
camping trips and involvement with Venture 
Scouts and the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award in 
high school. It continues in her work as a tree 
planter and her explorations of BC, her current 
home, on foot and by bike. She holds a BSc 
in biochemistry with a minor in philosophy 
from UBC and is currently working towards a 
Diploma in Holistic Nutrition at Pacific Rim 
College. 
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As I see it and as I have seen it, there are 
three ways to view a shoreline grizzly from 
a canoe: 

1.	 Pause/enjoy/celebrate and move on, 
not missing a moment. 

2.	 All of #1 with the addition that in 
pulling out one’s camera for a shot, 
you likely miss some of the moment 
and a closeness to “bearness” (I suggest 
many photographers struggle with this 
indecision over camera or no camera). 

3.	 Hold the camera so that your face is 
between the camera and the shoreline 
bear. 

Often, with this third option, the encounter 
is presented as threatening, when in reality 
it is an encounter, not a threat. If it was 
really threatening, the camera would drop 
out of importance. This is usually a video, 
I reckon. Personally, I do options 1 and 
2. I’ve never taken a selfie with a bear 
backdrop but I’m certain the folks that do 
know why they do this. Now, it isn’t that 
one is the right way, and the others are 
wrong. Rather, you must accept that each 
method sets up a different relationality 
with Bear, a sentient being. What drives the 
experience? Doing, having, or being? These 
are, of course, three very different value 
orientations. 

I’ll turn, as briefly as possible, to the work 
of cross-cultural sociologist, Florence 
Kluckhohn, to explore this further. 
Kluckhohn wrote her seminal paper, 
“Dominant and Variant Value,” in 1953. 
To my mind, as with all theories; they–
theories–are either useful or useless. This 
one is useful, I suggest. Thinking generally, 
she was interested in patterns of behaviour 
that are influenced by and denote 
culture. Her theory stipulates that there 
are a limited number of primary value 
orientation questions facing all cultures, 
and these value orientations have variants. 
The variants are also limited, but readily 
apparent and specific to a given culture 
(Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1973).

Thinking more specifically, there are 
five universal behavioural questions 
central to the human condition with 
limited variables. The ones of interest to a 
shoreline grizzly bear encounter are: 

1.	 A culture’s relation to nature 
2.	 Its orientation to time
3.	 A culture’s valued personality type 

As for relations to nature, a culture’s 
dominant value orientation or, if you 
prefer, cultural pattern, can be mastery-
over, harmony-with, or subjugated-to. As 
for its relationship to time, a culture can 
be in a dominant pattern of past, present, 
or future. For valued personality types, 
the two ones in question here are being or 
achieving (i.e. doing/having activities). 
So, one culture might assert a dominant 
value variant pattern of mastery, future, 
and doing/having, while a lesser variant 
pattern in the culture could be harmonious, 
present, and being. This can help us 
understand the shoreline bear encounter 
options. 

Three Ways to View a Grizzly Bear From a Canoe
By Bob Henderson
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The shoreline bear encounter can 
represent a process of seeking a selfless 
harmoniousness with Bear. The orientation 
here would ultimately be a blending 
of consciousness into “bearness.” This 
is one kind of value orientation, a co-
existence quest to be, if only for fleeting 
moments, within a sense of belonging and 
reciprocity. In short, being present with 
Bear. I appreciate that this is far reaching 
and remind myself of the anthropologist 
Claude Levi-Strauss’ sentiment that, I’ll 
paraphrase here, if lions could talk, we 
wouldn’t understand them anyway (Cahill, 
1989). One might wonder if a lack of 
understanding for a being value orientation 
is based on the impossibility of human-
bear co-existence, or Western culture’s lack 
of interest in that kind of coexistence. So 
much to ponder.

Now, enter the camera. I’ll paint another 
extreme take. The shoreline bear encounter 
can also be an expression of a certain 
mastery and command of the moment, 
an achievement in having and doing 
that seeks to preserve a memory. This 
is less about coexisting with Bear, less 
about belonging and mutuality, and 
more about conveying a separation or 
even a commodification of Bear, even if 
unintended. The professional photographer 
is an example of how the act of being-
with and commodifying the bear can 
be blended. I don't know. I know many 
photographers who would rightly dispute 
these above remarks. However, I suggest 
there is a tension as to when to pull out the 
camera but miss some of the moment.  

Speaking as someone who takes 
photographs on trips, animal encounters 
and otherwise, I know I used to take 
too many. I take fewer now and I am, 
at times, distracted and absorbed in the 
photographic process—too excited to 
recall the  memory of Bear and the “with-
bear” the opportunity affords. Still, I 
appreciate the shoreline grizzly bear 
moment, as fleeting as it is. I strive to 
take fewer pictures and feel I’m getting 
more out of the moment; more Bear. As 
for the selfie with the bear backdrop, this 

doesn’t seem to be much about Bear.  The 
purpose seems more like that of a digital 
salesman wanting more “viewer hits” 
later. It’s future oriented. And when the 
“encounter” is presented as a threat when 
it isn’t, it is at best misunderstood, and at 
worst, manipulative. It doesn’t help the 
bear much. It seems to me anyway, to be so 
much more about “having” than “being.”

It is not uncommon to exist in a dominant 
cultural value orientation and be curious 
about or strive for a variant option. That 
would mean, in this case, more being and 
less having. And, it is also not uncommon 
to be in the dominant value orientation 
oblivious to, or reacting against, any 
limited optional variant. That might look 
like “these ideas are crap!”  As stated at the 
outset, it isn’t always about right or wrong 
so much as it is about values and purpose. 
Self-promotion selfie bear-backdrops are a 
value orientation. My point is only that it 
misses a lot about Bear. 

I’ve heard that the highly-regarded 
novelist Ursula K. Leguin once said of 
writing fiction, “I know what I’m doing 
and why!” This statement is more to 
the point than a good or bad binary, 
which I’ve been trying to avoid here. The 
suggestion is that we should explore why 
we experience the shoreline grizzly in a 
particular way: for the experience of being, 
or having and sharing a saved memory, or 
for the achievement of personal branding 
and identity gained by nearness to a 
grizzly? I can hear one saying, “Yeah, but 
I am being while branding.”  I worry the 
being is more about branding the self than 
experiencing the bear. I say, go for it BUT 
know what you're getting and missing in 
the experience. Florence Kluckhohn might 
say, “I think you are “being differently” 
while taking that selfie. 

Then I wonder what the bear might be 
thinking. Perhaps something like, “Cool, 
we are having a stare down, two sentient 
beings. I can go about my business or 
better to leave.” OR, “What’s with that, 
I don’t feel very ‘valued’ here.” I’m just 
being playful, but to even consider the 
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bear's point of view seems relevant. To 
be clear, the selfie shot or video lean 
toward the dominant value orientations of 
mastery/future/having. These are pretty 
common qualities in our Western culture, 
to draw from Kluckhohn’s language. It 
would be good to mix that up a bit if we 
can. You’ll certainly get “more Bear.” 

Being-with more Bear could advance a 
harmonious relationality with nature, 
helping us to gain more of a sense of 
presence with a place and being in the 
moment. Perhaps for the three ways to 
view the shoreline grizzly bear encounter, 
one way to address the question from all 
angles would be to encourage a variety 
of psychic nutrients. I suggest to readers 
that all three encounters of orientations/
patterns with a shoreline animal encounter 
be tried so one can explore the differences 
in how you feel/think. From that exercise, 
one will be better positioned to evaluate 
dominant and variant value orientations—
expanding one’s options, as it were. 
Then, one might better address that 
wise statement: I know what I’m doing 
and why! This goes both for a viewer of 

shoreline bear and the reader/watcher of 
shoreline bears as presented to us in a wide 
array of media. My own personal question 
is that, to paraphrase the often quoted T.S. 
Eliot passage, many of us, including me, 
may at times “have to experience, but miss, 
the meaning.”  I’m trying to advance my 
learning towards more Bear. This might be 
going against the dominant cultural value 
orientation that technologies have availed 
us to, BUT Culture Moves! 
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Learning Through Turkey Vultures: Encountering 
Death and More-Than-Human Opacity Through 
Smell
By Tanya Behrisch
I smell it before I see the vultures. A dead 
body upwind, likely. The stench packs notes 
of overripe fruit and complex disintegration. 
I paddle close to boulders, hugging the 
northern shore of St. Vincent Bay, gazing 
into the shallows of green and ochre algae 
that undulate in the current. Colours of raw 
and burnt umber and ultramarine blue yawn 
in granite fissures, swallowing light. Every 
surface is furred and pulsing with life and 
movement in this intertidal zone; nothing 
here is still, not even the shadows that fade 
to depth beyond sight. Alien to my human 
body’s needs, life insists on this zone and 
calls me to attend. The overcast sky flattens 
light, no glare from smooth surfaces today.
An eagle glances down from a fir tree ahead 
and returns to watch something more 
engaging on the beach. I enter a balloon 
of smell and slow my pace to decode the 
bouquet. Plummy, sweet, putrid, over 
complex to the point of simplicity, this 
smell tells no lies and doesn’t care about 
our human insistence on exceptionalism, 
ontology, familial ties, and unfinished 
business. This is the smell of composting 
meat, of carrion close by.  

I’m united to all animals, human and 
more-than-human by this thing: death. 
Disintegration. While I’m astonished by the 
size of the smell, its rankness and familiarity 
draws me closer. I want to know whose life 
has ended. How big was the beast? How far 
along is the putrefaction? How nasty is it?  

My eyes flicker to the trees and beach ahead, 
searching for a bloated form on the shore; 
I’ve seen rotting seals and a sea lion, their 
fur peeled back by sun and rot to reveal 
baby-like pink flesh exposed beneath their 
animal fur, their flesh a colour unbearably 
human and familiar. It might even be a black 
bear, shot by my neighbour enjoying live 
target practice while saving humanity from 
gentle animals feeding on grasses, berries 
and molluscs.  The ravens caw in the gloom, 

shrieking and yelling with excitement. 
Five turkey vultures flap out of the forest, 
enormous animals who land gracefully atop 
barnacled boulders to stare at me dolefully. 
Their bare red heads unadorned with 
feathers distinguish them so they can clean 
up easily after gobbling a rotting body face 
first—a very practical design. Perched on a 
pointed boulder, a sixth turkey vulture pulls 
at something it holds with its claws. The 
vulture looks up at me and ceases pulling. 
It snaps back like an elastic. A tendon, 
perhaps? Two more vultures perch in the 
fir tree below the eagle, watching me. The 
ravens’ screeching dissipates as they flutter 
out of the dim woods, observing me while 
bouncing on cedar branches.

The birds have ceased eating, shrieking, 
and moving. They all watch me, the lone 
decentered human amongst an eagle, eight 
turkey vultures, and ravens. I’ve interrupted 
a feast.  I’m the outsider, the only creature 
not wanting a piece of the body lying in the 
woods. Yet I want something here. I want to 
know what it is, or rather who it is. Just like 
these wild animals, I too have my habits 
and my human animal habit wants to know. 
Yet knowing may be out of reach today. It 
is rare that I confront the smell of death or 
the knowledge accompanying it: someone 
died here. Maybe the eagle will condescend 
to have a bite, although it is not a scavenger. 
Today perhaps it is a spectator enjoying the 
scene. As Peterson (1968) points out in The 
Birds:

Though large birds of prey like eagles 
may be forced to live in solitary splendor 
so that they can maintain a dependable 
prey population, sociability has its 
rewards for some species. Vultures are 
dependent on the accident of death, 
whether caused by disease, starvation, 
fire or by that archpredator, man (sic). 
A windfall often means food for all 
(Peterson, 1968, p. 63).

ncounters with DeathE
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I sit watching the birds who watch me 
floating in my little red kayak. The birds 
know I smell what they smell. The birds 
and I know there’s something going on 
here. I feel self-conscious, like this isn’t a 
scene I should witness, as if this is a private 
moment for the birds and the corpse. It 
makes me uneasy. 

There is a dead animal in there and we are 
all aware that we are all aware. We share 
this mutual animal certainty that something 
is dead. I’ve become more skeptical about 
certainty as I read more deeply into eco-
feminism (Rose 2012) and queer theory 
(Sandilands 2016, Halberstam 2011). My 
body tells me this smell is death. I’m the 
decentered animal, the one who does not 
belong, who was not summoned by this 
overripe smell that has a shape. Smells 
tell stories; the British philosopher Foster 
and his interest in badgers and their lived 
experiences exemplify this. Foster lived 
in an earthen den he dug out on all fours, 
crawling out to eat worms at night. Living 
low to the ground and relying primarily on 
smell, his olfactory sense became refined, 
and he discovered that scents are three-
dimensional.  

Scents expand and contract with time 
and weather. On cold, dry mornings, 
smells huddle close to their sources and 
the scent-world is low and compact. As 
the day warms, the smells swell and 
drift…. smells form spatial structures 
with dimension, boundaries, and 
interiors… approaching a dead animal 
is like walking deeper into a building 
(Foster quoted in Rothman 2016, p. 5).

Turkey vultures find their food through 
smell, not sight. “When seeking food, it 
flies low over the ground; thus, it can detect 
olfactory stimuli which is not perceived at 
higher altitudes. It can detect even small 
amounts of food by its odors” (Grzimek et 
al., 1973, p. 347). But why do the birds watch 
me, waiting to return to their feast? Their 
self-conscious loitering and attempt to not 
look busy makes me wonder, why pretend 
nothing’s going on here? Do they think I want 
a share of their windfall? Or that I’ll harm 

them? Their phony attentive idleness seems 
to imply they expect me to move along if 
they don’t appear busy. I imagine implied 
vulture humming, “hmm hmm hmm…nothing 
going on here. Nope, nothing at all. Hmm hmm 
hmm.”

I cannot blame them for being wary. They 
are doing what thousands of generations 
of vulture kin before them learned through 
phylogenesis, the “evolutionary history 
and relationships among or within groups 
of organisms” (“Phylogenetics,” 2022, 
emphasis added to original). Their animal 
intelligence contains memory, instinct, and 
agency. They are waiting because their 
ancestors learned it is better to wait out the 
human, to let her pass or inspect the carrion 
without obstruction.  But what of my human 
and lingering? The interest is borne from 
my human mnemonic inheritance through 
phylogenesis. Questions insist themselves: 
“What or whom is being eaten?”, “How did 
they die?” and “How long have they been 
lying there?” It’s rare for one to confront 
the unmediated smell of death in the 
wild. I work as a university administrator, 
managing a large team of Work Integrated 
Learning educators. My daily life is 
cocooned from death and the smell of rotting 
meat. Yet death is part of life and deserves to 
be acknowledged rather than folded away as 
something alien to human existence.

I cannot eat what’s there. I peer into the 
gloom, wishing I could know who lies 
there. If I could just beach my boat, to 
check on whom it is. I sit motionless in 
my kayak, my paddle resting across my 
cockpit, regarding these animals. “When 
is she going to leave?”, they seem to ask.  
Loften and Vaughn-Lee (2020) urge us 
to listen to the more-than-human world 
for wisdom; it might offer humans raised 
within anthropocentric ontology something 
new. “The simple act of listening to the 
natural world can profoundly impact 
our relationship to place, rooting us in a 
presence that we otherwise often take for 
granted” (Loften & Vaughn-Lee, 2020, p. 2). 
My human decentering in this encounter is 
real. It is not imagined. These are animals 
who know more than me.  
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A vulture glances at the woods, checking the 
corpse hasn’t moved, or worse, been picked 
off by other scavengers or a grieving relative 
of the dead. Drawing from Halberstam’s 
(2011) low theory, I resist my urge to know, 
to assimilate the strange, unknowable 
identity of the corpse nearby. Halberstam 
(2011) writes about low theory that “revels 
in the detours, twists, and turns though 
knowing and confusion, and that seeks 
not to explain but to involve…we might 
consider getting lost over finding our way” 
(p. 15). The vultures wait me out. I leave 
them to their corpse-eating business and 
paddle towards Culloden Point.

A year later, I return to the dark cove to 
search for clues to my questions, like the 
slim chance of finding a skull or skeleton 
picked clean. No raunchy ravens shriek 
upon my arrival. No lingering smell of 
putrefying flesh. Only the rich dank smell 
of woods and the earthen saline tang of 
rockweed, barnacles, and shellfish. No one 
registers my lonesome return to this more-
than-human place, but quiet intelligence 
hovers. Memory of that day is not mine 
alone. It also belongs to the forest that 
holds its own intelligence, its experience 
and memory of eons of life and death, rot 

and regeneration, scavenging and fighting, 
mating and birthing. Intelligence and 
memory also belong to the turkey vultures 
who are integral to this forest ecology. As 
Peterson reminds us:

Contrary to the views held by many 
sportsmen, the birds of prey are not 
creatures of pure destruction. Because 
their victims, mostly, are the weak and 
the unfit, they tone up the vitality of 
their prey through natural selection–
they are necessary to the health of the 
wildlife community (Peterson, 1968, p. 
63).

I step carefully from my fibreglass boat; my 
clogs fill with seawater, jolting my body with 
cold. I lift and place my brittle fibreglass 
kayak gently onto rough barnacled boulders, 
where vultures waited me out last year. I 
wonder if I’ll find a skull here. Other than 
velvet silence, soft moss and damp rotting 
wood, there’s no sign of my more-than-
human encounter last year. I’m one visitor to 
this place that is home to intelligent, more-
than-human beings who know what to do, 
and how to relate with one another. This place 
has its own stories that remain opaque and 
out of reach to human knowing. I must accept 
its opacity and strangeness as part of my 
kinship with land and the more-than-human. 

I return to my cabin across St. Vincent Bay, 
and to our library containing my father’s 
zoological encyclopedias accumulated over 
his academic career and lifelong study of 
animals. I pulled The Birds (Peterson, 1968) 
from his Life Nature Library series and Birds 
I from Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia 
(1973) to learn about turkey vultures. My 
encounter stays with me for years, teaching 
me there are things I can never know about 
the knowledge of more-than-human beings 
like turkey vultures. These intelligent 
animals contribute to other species’ genetic 
robustness yet remain alien to my modern 
Western sensibility, which privileges cuteness. 
These animals are not cute. But they are 
hygienic, adapted to disinfect after feeding on 
putrefying flesh.  
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No more efficient sanitary squad exists… 
Their digestive system destroys bacteria 
and even their excretions probably are 
an effective antiseptic, for instead of 
squirting clear as an eagle does, they 
whitewash their own legs. The head, 
which comes into contact with putrid 
flesh, is naked, exposing infectious 
bacteria to the purifying rays of the sun 
(Peterson, 1968, p. 63).

My yearning to understand the vultures’ 
reticence to feed in my presence is a human 
desire for knowledge. “We ache to meet the 
limit of the human world, and to look past it” 
(Giggs, 2021 as cited in Klinkenborg, 2021, p. 
4). Accepting their ultimate unknowability 
and more-than-human opacity moves 
away from anthropocentrism and towards 
respectful kinship with these unknowable 
animals. This decentering experience humbles 
me.  

This animal and olfactory encounter disrupts 
my anthropocentric ontology. At my weekly 
check-in meeting, I share my encounter 
with the turkey vultures with my 17 staff 
members, whom I manage in the Work 
Integrated Learning unit at Simon Fraser 
University. They are eager to hear details 
and respond with their own stories of animal 
opacity and unknowability.  At university, 
knowledge is the currency and knowledge 
creation, and transmission is the mission. 
However, my more-than-human encounter 
with the vultures’ opacity reminds me that 
knowledge lives outside the human sphere, 
too. I accept the vultures’ unknowability and 
opacity as integral to my human finitude. 
Animal opacity and death are strangers in 
a university setting. However, humility to 
accept that some things remain strange and 
unknowable is wisdom that benefits our work 
as educators, administrators, and beings. Our 
belonging within a kinship of more-than-
human beings requires our respect for their 
unknowability and opaque intelligence.
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