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ABSTRACT 

 

In this thesis I explore David’s Abram’s Animism as a mode of relating to the 

other-than-human world, and aim to encourage its use as an environmental activist 

program.  In the first portion, I introduce Animism through Abram’s personal 

experience.  After providing an experiential illustration of how one might develop 

Animism, I broaden the discussion to place Animism in the larger scope of 

environmental activism.  I discuss the Deep Ecology Movement as one contemporary 

form of environmental activism that emphasizes individualized approaches within a 

structured framework.  I also apply Naess’ understanding of deep ecology and long-

term activism to Animism.  Analyzing the role Animism might play as an activist 

program, I compare the development and aims of Naess’ notion of ecosophy to that of 

Animism.  

 v



 In the second portion of this thesis, I discuss the importance of subjective, or 

direct, experience as it applies to Animism.  Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s ideas of 

shared experience (intersubjectivity), perception, reciprocity, and The Flesh, I explore 

the inner workings of Animism as a mode of relating to beings outside one’s self 

through subjective experience.   

In addition to the written text, this thesis included a solo performance of a 

portion of the Stuart Saunders Smith trans-media composition, Transitions And Leaps 

(1990).  The performance took place in a local outdoor space and aimed to engage the 

direct, sensory experience of both the performer and the audience in a subjective and 

intersubjective way.  In the last section of the text I discuss performance 

development, performance reflections, and the use of similar process-pieces in 

environmental education and activism. 
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The outer world of nature is what awakens our inner world in all its capacities for 

understanding, affection and aesthetic appreciation. The wind, the rain, the 

mountains and rivers, the woodlands and meadows and all their inhabitants; we need 

these perhaps even more for our psyche than for our physical survival. 

-Thomas Berry 
 



Introduction 

 

Today, we spend more time and energy focused on the non-human 

environment and ways to remedy and prevent its destruction than we ever have.  

Simultaneously, we spend less time out-of-doors in these non-human environments.   

Isolating ourselves from the non-human environment in this way not only wreaks 

havoc on our bodies, it creates distance between human beings and that which is 

other-than-human; i.e. the very habitats, ecosystems, and species we are trying so 

desperately to save.   

This sort of human-focused lifestyle does not allow much room to develop a 

personal sense of the local landscape, let alone ecosystems far away, or the Earth’s 

environment as a whole. Mixed with current doomsday environmental campaigns, 

this sort of urban isolation can have negative impacts on children and adults alike, 

causing many to avoid both short-term and especially long-term environmental 

activism.  

The current approaches in schools and political arenas focus on fixing rather 

than preventing.  This quick-fix approach seems to center on negative motivation 

tactics, which assume that when children and adults see the horrible things happening 

to the natural world, they will be motivated to help change the situation.  However, 

David T. Sobel, an environmental education specialist at Antioch University of New 

England, says that this type of exposure often does the exact opposite.  

In his essay, “Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education,” 

Sobel calls negative, overwhelmed feelings toward the environment and 
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environmental activism “ecophobia.”  He defines “ecophobia” as “a fear of ecological 

problems and the natural world.1”  Sobel suggests that individuals, particularly 

children, undergo ecophobia when they are introduced to some of the “bigger” 

environmental issues such as global warming, ozone layer depletion, and rainforest 

destruction, before they are able to comprehend and develop a rapport with their own 

local ecologies.   

As an example of the consequences associated with negative exposure to the 

natural world without the balance of positive, local exposure, he references his own 

seven-year-old daughter and her reaction to the forest fires in California.  Upon 

seeing pictures in the newspaper of burning homes, his daughter became very 

distraught as she immediately personalized the disaster and feared the fire would soon 

threaten her home and her family.  Sobel suggests that for his daughter and many 

other children her age, far away places do not register as far, but as “right around a 

psychic corner.”  He claims that images of environmental destruction and harm, such 

as those of homes burning in the California fires, can have a “nightmarish effect on 

young children whose sense of time, place, and self are still forming.”2  

The current approach toward solving environmental degradation is lacking in 

personal depth and meaning.  If an environmental movement is going to be 

successful, it is necessary to include personal elements that build the desire to 

participate in environmental activism and make personal lifestyle changes.  Popular 

forms of environmental activism, as are often portrayed in the media and in schools, 

have skipped the local element, focusing most of their energy on global 

                                                 
1 Sobel [1996], 5. 
2 ibid., 10. 
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environmental crises. In order to make environmental activism meaningful, 

participants have to develop a personal rapport with the natural world.  This generally 

begins in their local landscape with a sense of community and local environmental 

responsibility.   

Sobel believes that today “children are disconnected from the world outside 

their doors and [instead are] connected with endangered animals and ecosystems 

around the globe through electronic media.3”  To remedy this dis-connect he suggests 

that communities begin to invest in environmental education that encourages deeper 

ties with the local landscape. First and foremost, he recommends that educators go 

outdoors and explore the local environment with their students. He believes it is better 

for educators to help children gain exposure to the natural world through first hand 

experience rather than bombarding them with devastating information and images.  It 

is also important, he says, for educators to do this in a developmentally appropriate 

manner.  Over time, with increasing exposure and positive reinforcement, Sobel 

postulates that students taught with experiential methods will build an important 

sense of rapport with their local surroundings.  Furthermore, he suggests that students 

who have positive outdoor experiences in their communities will be more likely to 

engage in both local and global environmental activist initiatives.  

While Sobel focuses on environmental education for children, my goal with 

this thesis is simply to explore a path that aims to encourage people of all ages to 

develop an affinity for the natural world, or ecophilia4 as Sobel calls it.  Approaching 

                                                 
3 Sobel [1996], 4. 
4 Sobel refers to ecophilia as “supporting children’s biological tendency to bond with the natural 
world” [1996] 6. However, I mean something less specific here, and so have adopted the term for a 
more general application. 
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environmental degradation from a broad, worldwide perspective, rather than building 

up to global issues from the local level can be psychologically disorienting. Tackling 

many of the environmental concerns facing the planet today involves contemplating 

ethical issues that are much more complex and widespread than local concerns.  

Attempts to remedy global environmental issues without first examining local issues 

are likely to cause individuals stress, as it is difficult to know where to begin.  This 

sort of stress creates negative mental and emotional associations with environmental 

activism, or ecophobia, which only further builds a sense of crisis mentality on 

national and global levels.  Stress and fear only serve to hurt any sort of long-term 

solutions and preventative measures we might take. In order to make substantial 

changes, we will need to begin by changing the way we think and feel about the non-

human environment.  For instance, it is easier to care for a person when you can relate 

to her or him.  It is even easier to care for a person when you know her or him well.  I 

believe the same goes for our relationships with non-human beings.  The more we can 

relate with the natural world and the better we know it through our experience, the 

more likely it is that we will want to care for it. 

Therefore, it is important that we give ourselves the opportunity to engage our 

senses in the natural world.  We often talk about environmental problems as if they 

are distant and abstract, but they happen in and to real, sensible landscapes where 

many animals, plants, and oftentimes humans live together in a unique balance.  

Many of the most pressing environmental concerns today stem from a disruption of 

this balance.  However, the problems are widespread and solutions must go beyond 

pointing fingers.  In order to make changes, we have to prevent the actions that led us 
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to such extreme imbalance with the natural world in the first place.  It is important 

now that we enrich our own personal relationships with the natural world through our 

experience and interactions.  In this paper, I hope to provide a resource of 

encouragement for people to interact with the places they live, and the places they 

visit, giving themselves an opportunity to be a more active and conscientious part of 

each small world within worlds that they may encounter. 

The kind of approach to environmental activism I am promoting with this 

thesis must begin with the individual.  This emphasis on personal development can be 

seen in many different environmental movements. The foundation for my overall 

environmental thinking, however eclectic and interdisciplinary it may be, has 

stemmed mostly from the Deep Ecology Movement.  My particular proposal will 

focus on suggestions by David Abram (1957-) to provide an experiential example and 

template for individualized environmental change. 

 

David Abram and the Basis for this Thesis 

David Abram, a fellow environmental activist and thinker, will play an 

integral role in this paper, serving not only as the main influence, but also as an 

important personal example.  Abram, who has also been greatly influenced by Deep 

Ecology, calls himself an eco-philosopher and cultural ecologist.  In his book The 

Spell of the Sensuous he describes his exploration of the environmental perceptions of 

traditionally oral-based, indigenous communities across the world.  Through his 

exploration, he came to find, lose, and re-develop his own environmental perceptions.  

This process will be depicted in the first chapter of this thesis. 
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In The Spell of the Sensuous, Abram argues in favor of a form of 

environmentalism based on a mode of relation he comes to call animism.  ‘Animism’ 

is typically used to convey “the belief that natural objects, natural phenomena, and 

the universe itself possess souls.”5  Animistic beliefs of this kind are often seen in 

hunter-gatherer groups or clans for whom the natural world directly provides food 

and general subsistence.  However, Abram intends something both more specific and 

more universal by the term.   

Abram’s animism, or Animism hereafter, is an experiential mode of relation.  

Unlike the theoretical methods of the Western world, Animism emphasizes one’s 

direct, sensory experience as the medium through which one can approach and 

connect to the non-human environment.  He asserts that sensory connections with 

non-humans develop in ways that are not unlike those of indigenous groups that are 

often called animists.  Rather, he claims that such a mode of relation is readily 

accessible to all human beings through their sensory faculties.  Engaging one’s 

sensory perceptions in the natural world facilitates a sense of inter-connectedness 

with the natural world.  He uses the term ‘animism’ to denote this sort of sensible 

interconnection with the non-human world—a sense of connection that has seemingly 

been lost in much of the modern world.   

Some might argue that science and laboratory work in biology and the hard 

sciences can bring people closer to the natural world than the types of behavior, or 

‘sensible interconnections,’ Abram encourages in his writings.  While he does not 

deny the importance of this type of scientific work, Abram does however deny its 

ability to replace the human need for personal interaction with the natural world.  He 
                                                 
5 The New Dictionary of Cultural Literacy [2002]. 
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claims that humans are tuned for relationship, and argues that relations with that 

which is other-than-human are particularly crucial to the human sense of reality, 

humanity and self.  In The Spell of the Sensuous Abram passionately relays:  

Caught up in a mass of abstractions, our attention hypnotized by a host 
of human-made technologies that only reflect us back to ourselves, it is 
all too easy for us to forget our carnal inherence in a more-than-human 
matrix of sensations and sensibilities. Our bodies have formed 
themselves in delicate reciprocity with the manifold textures, sounds, 
and shapes of an animate earth – our eyes have evolved in subtle 
interaction with other eyes, as our ears are attuned by their very 
structure to the howling of wolves and the honking of geese. To shut 
ourselves off from these other voices, to continue by our lifestyles to 
condemn these other sensibilities to the oblivion of extinction, is to rob 
our own senses of their integrity, and to rob our minds of their 
coherence. We are human only in contact, and conviviality, with what 
is not human.6 
 

This thesis is an exploration of the possibility that humans can re-connect with the 

natural world using Animism as a mode of relation, and the possibility of its 

application in the modern world.   

 

Synopsis 

In Chapter 1, I draw on Abram’s personal stories to 1) expound on Animism, 

and 2) provide an example of how one can come to find and develop Animism.  This 

chapter also discusses the role language plays in our state of sensory dis-connection 

from the other-than-human world. 

In Chapter 2, I use The Deep Ecology Movement to situate Animism within a 

broader scope of environmental activism.  I further compare and link the role of 

ecosophies (highlighting Naess’ Ecosophy T) in the Deep Ecology Platform to the 

role of Animism in a potential individual activist program.   
                                                 
6 Abram [1996], 22. 
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In Chapter 3, I turn to the phenomenological method to describe Animism as a 

sensorial process. First, I discuss the ways in which human beings subjectively and 

reciprocally relate to other humans.  Then, I draw parallels to the ways in which 

human beings are able to similarly relate to non-humans by engaging their senses.  

Next, as the discussion of reciprocity hinges on the participatory nature of human 

sensory perception and subjective experience, I look at shared experience, or 

intersubjectivity to support reciprocity. More specifically, I focus on Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty’s (1908-1961) phenomenology and his notion of intersubjectivity in 

order to provide a theoretical model for both reciprocity and Abram’s animistic mode 

of relation.   

Finally, in Chapter 4, I suggest the intentional use of trans-media process-

pieces to develop a participatory activity through which one might Animistically 

engage the natural world in a way that Abram intends.  The process-piece realization 

I have chosen is an interactive composition mixed with experimental performance 

that will emphasize audience participation, sensory engagement, traditional story 

elements, embodied telling methods, environmental poetry, and space-specific 

actions.  Place plays a particularly important role in the realization of the piece as my 

goal is to increase both sensory engagement and environmental awareness. Therefore, 

the performance will be set and performed in the location in which it was developed; 

audience members will be members of the local community.   
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Chapter 1 

Introducing Animism 

 

Magic:  The Perceptual Shift 

For almost all oral cultures, the enveloping and sensuous earth remains the dwelling 
place of both the living and the dead.  The “body”—whether human or otherwise—is 

not yet a mechanical object in such cultures, but is a magical entity…7 
--David Abram 

 

David Abram studied the psychology of perception in college and later 

successfully used sleight-of-hand magic in psychotherapy to shift the perceptions of 

those classified as resistant to treatment.  His success with magic in therapy turned his 

interests toward the history and relationship between folk medicine and magic.  

Eventually, he followed this interest to Asia on a grant that enabled him to interact 

with traditional magicians, who were also known as medicine people or healers.  

Expecting to learn about the curative arts from those who identified themselves as 

healers, Abram was surprised to find that he was instead learning mostly about how 

to relate with the non-human realm.  Finding himself unexpectedly coming to know 

the true magic of the other-than-human world while traveling in rural villages of 

Indonesia and Nepal, Abram underwent a complete shift in perception that changed 

the way he thought about and interacted with non-human beings.8 

The shamans Abram encountered while traveling in the Far East for one 

wonderfully life-altering year were nothing short of what he expected.  The medicine 

people he met were powerful healers and respected members of their communities. 

                                                 
7 Abram [1996], 10. 
8 Abram [1996], 4-5. 
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Yet, from what Abram gathered, these extraordinary people did not see their main 

purpose as curing ailments.  Instead, they saw themselves as mediators between two 

worlds: human and Other.  In their view, it is in maintaining the balance between the 

worlds, connecting to each, that the shaman gains his curative power.  It is their belief 

that the ability to tune into the greater world, which includes so much more than 

humankind, allows a shaman to instill harmony within the community as well as 

within its individual members.  The medicine person’s allegiance is not merely to the 

human community. Rather, it extends to encompass the web of human and non-

human relationships, which inform the well-being of the human community. 

Up to this point, Abram’s long-time interest in magic had much to do with his 

interest in the human psyche and perception, but had never crossed into the realm of 

non-human beings.  His journey to rural Nepal and Indonesia brought him to a place 

that turned his cosmological understandings upside down, leading him to accept a 

magical kingdom of otherness.  In The Spell of the Sensuous, he recounts several 

experiences in the development of his eventual profound shift of perception.   

One such experience happened in Bali when Abram encountered a woman 

leaving gifts of rice for “the household spirits” each morning. Applying a Western 

understanding of “spirit9” to the situation, he was surprised to find that the woman 

was leaving rice for the many ant colonies in the area.  For the woman and her 

community, the gifts of rice are seen as creating a respected barrier between the house 

and the non-human world.   

                                                 
9 Abram refers to his personal understanding as Western.  In the Western sense, the term ‘spirit’ 
connotes supernatural beings without earthly bodies—otherworldly beings.  According to Abram, the 
“spirits” of the indigenous Indonesian cultures he encountered are “primarily those modes of 
intelligence or awareness that do not possess a human form” [1996], 13.   
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The woman’s actions, as simple as they may have seemed to her, planted in 

Abram the first seeds of what would come to be his understanding of Animism.  This 

experience was the first of many that prompted Abram to consider the implications of 

participatory engagement with the natural world.  He could see that the woman had 

made a very conscious decision to make peace instead of war with the ants.  And yet, 

her action of acknowledgment to the tiny, non-human creatures was foreign to him.  It 

seems that in modern Western society, “making peace” is not the sort of thing that 

applies, at least in any formal sense, to our dealings with the other-than-human world. 

Yet, the exchange, or peace making, that Abram had witnessed between the woman 

and the ants was powerful enough to shift his perception of the world, moving him 

outside of his anthropocentric views toward a more inclusive and encompassing 

outlook.  

Another formative experience for Abram occurred elsewhere in Bali while he 

was exploring a pre-Hindu site in which rooms, courtyards, and passageways were 

carved into the volcanic rock.  He found a series of caves hidden in the cliffs that 

surrounded a lush valley.  The caves were difficult to reach, as they had no set path 

leading to or from them.  Abram struggled to make his way to the caves, but finally 

found himself inside an opening.  While in the cave, he became trapped by the 

torrential Monsoon rains pouring heavily over the entrance and was forced to spend 

the night inside.  Before falling asleep, however, the focus of his senses narrowed to 

the small space surrounding him.  To his surprise and delight, he began to notice tiny 

webs and their creators quietly weaving the universe in front of him.  In his account10, 

                                                 
10 His account of the cave is filled with colorful descriptors of his experience such as, “My senses were 
all but overcome by the wild beauty of the cascade and by the roar of sound, my body trembling 
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he illustrates the particulars of the unfolding process as his perceptions shifted and his 

senses took over.  The barrier between his own sense of being and what was before a 

separate sense of being belonging to the other-than-human, faded away.  In The Spell 

of the Sensuous, Abram goes on to describe this sense of melding interconnection as a 

feeling of great peace and wholeness11. 

And so, it was through the tiny world of insects that Abram began to get a 

different picture of “magic” altogether: 

“It was from such small beings that my senses first learned of the 
countless worlds within worlds that spin in the depths of this world 
that we commonly inhabit, and from them that I learned my body 
could, with practice, enter sensorially into these dimensions” (19). 

 
As a magician, Abram began to see that the skill of fooling one’s senses was 

not the essential factor underlying the shaman’s proficiency.  Instead, it seemed that 

what distinguished the shamans from the rest of society was the ability to shift 

perception into a more inclusive view.  Working with these traditional magicians 

allowed Abram to view magic in a completely new light.  Magic is not tricking the 

senses; rather, it is embracing and expanding them.  He states:  

Magic, then, in its perhaps most primordial sense, is the experience of 
existing in a world made up of multiple intelligences, the intuition that 
every form one perceives…is an experiencing form, an entity with its 
own predilections and sensations, albeit sensations that are very 
different from our own.12 [Emphasis added] 

 
Spending the rest of his time in Indonesia working with shamanic healers to 

cultivate a kind of awareness he would later come to call Animism, he became adept 

at tuning into the natural world.  Upon his return home to a bustling, human-centered 

                                                                                                                                           
inwardly at the weird sense of being sealed into my hiding place… My senses were entranced” Abram 
[1996], 17; 19. 
11 Abram [1996], 19. 
12 Abram [1996], 10. 
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world, it became difficult for him to maintain his heightened sensory perception and 

feeling of connection with the more-than-human13 world.  In fact, after his return to 

the United States, his higher perceptions fell away. 

 

Return to America:  The Perceptual Fade 

After nearly a year Abram returned to his home and life in the United States.  

Excited by his “new sensibilities,” he was shocked at how difficult he found it to 

practice and retain the sense of inter-connectedness he had worked so diligently to 

develop.  He could no longer engage with the non-human world the way that he had 

in Indonesia, though not for a lack of trying.  His attempt to chatter with squirrels, 

stalk with the heron, and so on, became absurd rather than participatory.  His sense of 

connection had somehow slipped away from him.  The active engagement he had 

vividly experienced in Bali mysteriously ebbed into the familiar disconnected 

observations of his past.  The non-human world had fallen out of his immediate 

surroundings, and once again appeared to be alien, distant, and unreachable.  

The flight of sparrows and of dragonflies no longer sustained my focus 
very long, if indeed they gained my attention at all.  My skin quit 
registering the various changes in the breeze, and smells seemed to 
have faded from the world almost entirely, my nose waking up only 
once or twice a day, perhaps while cooking, or when taking out the 
garbage.14    

 
Abram turned again to his own undeniable experience.  He compared his 

sense of the climates in Nepal and Indonesia to that of the United States, wondering if 

there was something place-specific that enabled the expanded sense of connection he 

                                                 
13 Abram uses this term in The Spell of the Sensuous to refer to the non-human world.  I will use this 
term, as well as “other-than-human,” and “natural world” to refer to all things that can be perceived by 
human beings other than themselves. 
14 Abram [1996], 26. 
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had felt.  He noted that in the United States, the air lacked depth and texture, dulling 

his senses.  Surely the “air” was not the main factor contributing to his stifled senses 

and inter-worldly separation.  He suspected it was something more than that.  

[The air] was not, [in the United States], a sensuous medium—the felt 
matrix of our breath and the breath of the other animals and plants and 
soils—but was merely an absence, and indeed was constantly referred 
to in everyday discourse as mere empty space.15   

 
Abram soon realized that he was acclimatizing to his own culture, becoming 

attuned to the styles of discourse and interaction of his surroundings.  His senses were 

adjusting just as they had in the cave in Bali.  Unfortunately, it seemed that there was 

something ingrained in his culture that was not conducive to the felt Animism he had 

experienced in Indonesia and Nepal.  He wondered why such attentiveness to the 

more-than-human world was practiced in the indigenous cultures there as well as 

many other places, but not in the modern West.  

Abram, just as many modern Westerners do, had grown up in a society that 

focused on human activities, ignoring that which is non-human, perceiving it to be 

background scenery at best.  He wondered whether the assumption that non-humans 

ought to be treated as separate and unimportant was the product of careful 

observation and judgment, or an actual perceptual problem in which Americans 

simply lack the ability to perceive other animals and non-human beings in a clear, 

meaningful way, if at all?   

Over time, sifting through observations, Abram came to realize that the more 

he talked about animals, the less he was able to converse with them.  The more he 

read and talked about his disconnected feeling, the further separated he became, both 

                                                 
15 ibid., 26. 
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intellectually and sensorially.  Realizing the connection between language and 

sensory absorption, Abram hypothesized that language is a major player, perhaps 

even a catalyst, in his experience of sensual disconnection from the greater world of 

beings.  And so, through language, Abram found his convergence. 

 

Finding Convergence: The Perceptual Reclamation 

Abram felt he had stumbled upon a key component in his personal mystery.  

Ways of speaking in the West often deny the dynamic existence and wonder of all 

other beings.  Moreover, he began to see that the structures of civilization in the West 

completely bombard and absorb our senses, hiding or masking the natural world 

outside of human endeavors.  The electric lights of our cities withhold the dark night 

and its shining stars, the constant buzz of our motors and machinery override the 

songs of birds and the voice of the wind in the trees, and indoor climate control 

devices such as air conditioners allow us to remain separate from the seasons and the 

Earth’s cyclical changes.  It would seem that more often than not, in modern, urban 

society we encounter the natural world through the lens of civilization rather than 

personal experience with non-human beings.  

Today, the way we learn about the more-than-human world is primarily 

through books, television programs, or other sources of technology and media.  

Rather than encountering a hippopotamus directly and learning about the one-of-a-

kind hippo in our immediate experience, we first learn the defining attributes and 

characteristics of all hippos, as they are defined in a book or article on the World 

Wide Web.  By learning about the hippo in a book, I am unable to feel the mutual 
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gaze we share.  The photograph of the hippo in the book or video footage on 

television cannot react to my physical presence, and therefore, is less likely to mean 

something to me.  The more we concentrate on placeless forms of learning about the 

environment that do not allow us to engage the landscape, the more we rob ourselves 

of the opportunity to experience genuine interaction and reciprocity with the natural 

world.  

However, in order to move towards an Animistic mode of relation in the 

West, we need not revert back to primal diets and survival shelters.  While Abram 

believes we cannot hope to identify the process that allowed the relinquishing of 

higher sensory perception from “within the midst of the very civilization it 

engendered,” he thinks there is a way that we can “stand along the edge.”  By this he 

means not to say that we must separate ourselves from society, but simply that we 

cannot get outside the problem of dis-connect with the more-than-human world while 

remaining unchanged inside the very society and mindset that has been constituted by 

it.  He states:  

We may make our stand along the edge of that civilization, like a 
magician… [who] lingers half within and half outside of his 
community, open as well, then, to the shifting voices and flapping 
forms that crawl and hover beyond the mirrored walls of the city.16  

 

Standing Along the Edge: Beyond the Written Word 

What does it mean to “linger half within and half outside?”  If we are to 

“stand along the edge,” we must inevitably undergo a change in lifestyle that would 

allow us to do so.  Abram believes that the most important change is simply bringing 

awareness to the ways in which language absorbs our senses.  However, it is not so 
                                                 
16 Abram [1996], 28. 
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much spoken language that concerns him.  Rather, he claims that it is more 

specifically the written word that has, especially for Western cultures, not replaced, 

but displaced our sense of inter-connection by absorbing and thereby dulling our 

ability to engage the non-human world as a dynamic part of our perception.   

He defends this notion by reminding us that written letters began as symbolic 

representations of the actual thing being represented. The letters acted as mnemonic 

devices to help people pass on traditional stories and other communal tales, in which 

tellers would fill in the details with their own experience.  These symbols soon 

became solidified forms that began to move away from symbolic representation 

toward abstraction. Abram believes that written language has helped to separate us 

from our individual sensuous experience with the world at large, as written words 

absorb our sensory experience of the things themselves.   

Rather than attempt to abolish written language and put to waste technological 

advancements, Abram simply suggests that we bring a kind of awareness to these 

sensory absorbing processes, and try to find balance in a world that is made up of so 

much more than human beings and the abstract ideals we carry with us, a world 

Abram deems the “more-than-human world.”  

Indeed, Abram asserts that we can use language “to stand along the edge,” to 

get outside of language.  Language being the form of learning we know best and use 

most, it is Abram’s hope that we may begin using speech and sound to shift our 

perceptions by developing heightened sensory awareness.  As a model for activities 

that encourage the sort of perceptual shift he intends, Abram cites the common 

tradition of oral storytelling in indigenous cultures that practice Animism as a mode 
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of relation.  He relays that oral storytelling in animistic cultures often involve sensory 

engagement with the non-human world, as well as direct references to the benefits of 

maintaining harmonious conduct with it.  To incorporate oral storytelling into our 

lives, Abram suggests that we focus more on telling our own stories, in unwritten 

form.  He also encourages us to connect with our local landscapes and begin to tell 

the stories of how we live and interact within them.  Ideally, Abram encourages us to 

interact directly with the non-human world by talking at trees, responding to birds, 

barking at squirrels, and so on.  However, this is not a necessary part of what he 

means by “standing along the edge.” 

Along with Abram, I am interested in encouraging such a mode of relation.  I 

share the hope that people will be able to shift their perceptions through sensory 

stimulation and interaction with the natural world such that they will be able to build 

a personal rapport with many beings, not just humans.   
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Chapter 2 

A Place for Animism in Environmental Thought 

If we could identify with more than our families and fellow human beings, and 
extend understanding and relationship to trees and ecosystems, we simply 
would not want to employ damaging actions and behaviors.17 

--Michael E. Zimmerman 
 

With this chapter, I intend to articulate where Animism fits into the broader 

scope of environmental activism.  In the introduction I discussed the importance of 

cultivating an environmental perspective that begins on the individual level.  Deep 

Ecology is a common resource for this type of thinking in environmental ethics and 

has informed both Abram’s and my thinking.  According to its founder, Arne Naess 

(1912-2009), Deep Ecology is both an ethical approach to environmental thought and 

the foundation for the activist movement, the Deep Ecology Movement.18  Often the 

term deep ecology is used to denote both the philosophy and the activist movement, 

as the two roles are inter-connected. This dual role makes the Deep Ecology 

Movement well suited as a model for applying Animism within environmental 

activism.  I will highlight the relation between two especially relevant concepts 

within the Deep Ecology Movement:  the eight founding principles of The Deep 

Ecology Platform and the concept of ecosophies (with the example of Naess’s own 

ecosophy, Ecosophy T).   

The relationship between ecosophies and the eight founding principles helps 

to illustrate how Animism fits into the overall environmental movement. Ecosophies 

of all sorts can be related to the eight founding principles, which address large-scale 

                                                 
17 Atkisson [1989]. 
18 Drengson and Inoue [1995], xxv. 
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issues that act as a common foundation of ideas for ‘deep’ environmentalists.  

Environmental activism stems from this foundation.  The relation between ecosophies 

and the eight principles indicates a role for Animism as a potential form of 

environmental activism that applies to both individuals and the environmental 

movement as a whole.  Placing Animism in the overall scheme of environmental 

activism, this chapter illustrates the nature of the kind of transformation emphasized 

in this thesis.   

  

Environmental Activism:  The Deep Ecology Platform 

The pursuit of harmonious interaction between human beings and non-human 

beings has been ongoing throughout human history.  With a current global population 

of around 6.7 billion and rising, human beings now, more than ever, impact the non-

human world.  If we are to realize harmony between the two worlds, we must become 

active in our pursuit to mend our relations.  Moreover, we need to do so through a 

truly effective means.   

Arne Naess, philosopher, mountaineer and founder of the Deep Ecology 

Movement19, has provided a foundation through which people may orient their 

environmental activism around a “deep” and personal relationship with the more-

than-human world.  Naess encourages the extension of ethical consideration to non-

human beings, encompassing all the components that make up an ecosystem.  The 

Deep Ecology Movement propounds an environmental manifesto that envisions an 

activist credo concentrated on the kinds of ethical judgments that support 

                                                 
19 Deep Ecology is a movement inspired by Arne Naess’ thought-provoking short paper entitled “The 
Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movements,” presented at the Third World Futures 
conference in Bucharest in 1972, released to the public in 1973. Sessions [2001], 164.  
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environmentally conscious ideals and the lifestyle changes necessary to put these 

ideals into action.   

To illustrate his own fundamental ideals, Naess provides a basic platform for 

the Deep Ecology Movement.  The platform consists of eight founding principles to 

which one may apply her or his ecological philosophy.  The eight principles20 of the 

platform are as follows: 

1. The well-being and flourishing of human and nonhuman life on 
Earth have value in themselves (synonyms: inherent worth; 
intrinsic value; inherent value). These values are independent of 
the usefulness of the nonhuman world for human purposes. 

2. Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of 
these values and are also values in themselves. 

3. Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except 
to satisfy vital needs. 

4. Present human interference with the nonhuman world is excessive, 
and the situation is rapidly worsening. 

5. The flourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a 
substantial decrease of the human population. The flourishing of 
nonhuman life requires such a decrease. 

6. Policies must therefore be changed. The changes in policies affect 
basic economic, technological structures. The resulting state of 
affairs will be deeply different from the present. 

7. The ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality 
(dwelling in situations of inherent worth) rather than adhering to an 
increasingly higher standard of living. There will be a profound 
awareness of the difference between big and great. 

8. Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation 
directly or indirectly to participate in the attempt to implement the 
necessary changes. 

 
The eight founding principles of the Deep Ecology Platform reveal the movement’s 

“depth.” A deep approach to environmental activism is long-range and aims to work 

on the root causes of the world’s environmental issues.  Drengson and Inoue state:   

[The] mainstream technological approach has to be clearly 
distinguished from the deep ecology approach, which in contrast 
examines the roots of our environmental/social problems.  The deep 

                                                 
20 Naess [1986], 189.  
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approach aims to achieve a fundamental ecological transformation of 
our sociocultural systems, collective actions, and lifestyles.21  
 

A shallow approach, on the other hand, is myopic and merely aims to treat the 

symptoms of what Naess and other deep ecology followers identify as a more 

profound problem.  Naess considers the shallow approach to be centered on human 

resources, while the deep approach considers the well-being of the natural world in its 

own right, apart from human endeavors.  In his writings22, Naess compares the deep 

and shallow positions on several environmental issues such as pollution, resources, 

and population.  

One shallow approach to the issue of pollution is emissions trading.  This 

government-instated practice sets a limit on the amount each company is allowed to 

pollute.  However, this practice, in turn, encourages companies to buy or trade 

emission allowances that simply lead to the re-distribution of harmful gases.   Rather 

than just merely regulating the amount of pollutants each company is allowed to emit 

in order to lower the amount of harmful gases in the atmosphere in the present time, 

Deep Ecology calls for actions that will stimulate economic and technological change 

toward a harmonious co-existence with the natural world.  

For Deep Ecologists, pollution is considered a crime against all life, not just 

an injustice for humanity.  Therefore, the deep approach aims not only to reform the 

general mindset concerning the other-than-human environment; it intends to stop the 

practice of polluting all together.  Deep ecology supports a willingness to question all 

public economic and political policies, emphasizing the importance of individual 

                                                 
21 Drengson and Inoue [1995], xix. 
22 See Naess [1973]. 
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questioning rather than simply following societal norms and government mandates23.  

This process of individual deep questioning is embedded in the formation of what 

Naess refers to as one’s ecosophy, or personalized ecological philosophy24. 

 

Ecosophy and The Deep Ecology Platform 

Arriving at one’s unique personalized ecological philosophy is a process that 

can encompass a lifetime of thought and experience.  The lengthy development 

process can be afforded to Naess’ emphasis on individual deep questioning, 

particularly with regards to one’s a) relations with the non-human world and b) 

personal beliefs and values concerning the non-human environment. Naess expects 

and encourages environmentalists of all backgrounds and stages of life to engage in 

this process.  Naess broadly defines ecosophy such that it is accessible to all people.  

Each person may call her/his ecosophy by the title of her/his choosing, as each 

person’s ecosophy will be unique.  This individualistic approach is a part of the 

overall Deep Ecology Movement, preceding The Deep Ecology Platform.  In what 

follows, I will reveal the role ecosophy plays in the overall Deep Ecology Movement 

and environmental activism. To best illustrate this role, Naess provides a visual 

analysis of The Deep Ecology Movement in a derivational system, which he deems 

the “Apron Diagram” (Figure. 1), pictured on the next page. 

Naess explains that, “underlying the eight tenets or priniciples presented in 

[The Deep Ecology Platform], there are even more basic positions and norms which 

                                                 
23 Naess [1986], 192.  
24 ibid., 198-99. 
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reside in philosophical systems and in various world religions.25”  As the Apron 

Diagram shows, there are “streams of derivations” that can be said to make up the 

“total views” implied in the deep ecology movement.  

                                                 
25 ibid., 196. 
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Figure 1. The Apron Diagram26 

                                                 
26 Naess [1986], 197. 
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These derivations range from the most fundamental assumptions found at 

Level 1 to the most particular individual decisions found at Level 4.  The deepest 

premises of our thinking, where we “stop” when we dig through our thoughts, belong 

to Level 1 and are referred to as “ultimate” or “fundamental” premises.  Individual 

supporters of the Deep Ecology Movement may have varying ultimate premises, but 

all will at least agree on the eight founding principles of the platform (Level 2), as the 

eight points characterize deep ecology as a movement and a school of thought.   

In spite of their importance, it is not the eight founding principles of the Deep 

Ecology Platform that Naess thinks of as defining the most basic sense of 

environmental ethics.  Rather, he considers the eight founding principles to be the 

crystallization of the kinds of ethical commitments one draws out of her or his 

individual thoughts, experiences, and ideals, or ecosophies; in short, her or his 

individual ecosophy.   

Ecosophies represent the most fundamental sense of how one thinks about the 

environment and environmental activism.  An ultimate norm is a representative 

statement informed by one’s ecosophy.  For example, some might state, “All forms of 

life have intrinsic value and inherent worth” as an ultimate premise.   This statement 

may be reached, however, from different foundations, religious, philosophical, or 

otherwise.  Naess has used Buddhist, Christian, and Philosophical (B, C, and P 

respectively) as examples in this particular representation of the Apron Diagram to 

demonstrate the versatility of Deep Ecology.  Regardless from where or in what 

manner one derives her/his ecosophy, it is the personal environmental commitment 

they are making that matters. From such deeply personal commitments comes the 

 26



desire to take action, and the will power to make lifestyle changes that support 

harmonious co-existence with the natural world. 

 

Activist Commitments Emerge from Ecosophies 

According to Naess, a general definition of an ecosophy is “a philosophy of 

ecological harmony or equilibrium.”   He further states, “The details of an ecosophy 

will show many variations due to significant differences concerning not only the 

‘facts’ of pollution, resources, population, etc. but also value priorities”27.  The Deep 

Ecology Platform represents eight value priorities Naess believes ought to be shared 

by those interested in a personal and effective means of environmental activism.  

Furthermore, Naess does not intend the Deep Ecology Platform to stand as a form of 

activism in and of itself; rather, the platform, tailored to each follower and her unique 

ecosophy, is intended to give rise to activist projects.   

In order to help readers better understand the process and results of 

developing an individual ecosophy, Naess provides an example: his own ecosophy, 

Ecosophy T. 

 

Ecosophy T 

Naess offers his own ecosophy as a model for personal application of the eight 

principles in the Deep Ecology Platform.  He calls his structured ideals “Ecosophy T” 

in order to distinguish them from other possible ecosophies, which could equally 

support the select principles of the Deep Ecology Platform, and moreover, the same 

ultimate premises.  Here, Naess chooses the T to represent a truly personal symbol of 
                                                 
27 Naess [1973], 8. 
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nature—the name of his Norwegian mountain hut, Tvergastein.  Naess feels a special 

affinity for the mountain on which Tvergastein is built.  For him, the hut is a place of 

coming together with the mountain and its unique flora and fauna—a place of 

harmonious being. The hut symbolizes the kind of interactive rapport both Naess and 

Abram encourage.  Ecosophy T, then, acts as an expression of Naess’s personal 

rapport with the mountain and the natural world at large.   

Furthermore, Naess’s Ecosophy T appears to epitomize this rapport through 

kinship ties that not only bind Naess to the landscape, but also extend his sense of 

selfhood to include the landscape.  Naess’s sense of identification with the mountain 

on which his hut, Tvergasten, is built goes beyond the care and compassion one can 

have for an Other.  Naess has created a rapport with the mountain that allows him to 

treat it with the kind of care, compassion, and respect he has for himself.  Naess calls 

this expansion of self, or extension of identity, “Self-realization!”28    

“Self-realization!” is the only ultimate norm for Naess’s ecosophy.  The 

expression is meant, not in “any narrow individualistic sense,” Naess says.  Rather, 

“Self-realization!” is meant to signify the transformation from the “narrow egoistic 

self” to “a large comprehensive Self,” which “embraces all the life forms on the 

planet.”29 Naess bases this notion on the distinction between self and Self in “the 

Eastern traditions of atman.”30  Further inspired by the Eastern traditions, Naess 

hypothesizes that when one’s sense of personal self increases, there is an “inescapable 

identification with other beings.”  In this way, Naess’s “Self-realization!” is “a 

                                                 
28 Naess [1986], 200.  
29 ibid. 
30 ibid. 
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process that connects the individual to the larger world…[it] brings the many into 

one.”31 

For environmental activism, the expanded self becomes the foundation from 

which Naess derives his allegiance to the eight principles.  Naess relates to the 

landscape as if it were a part of him, or one and the same, causing him to do all that 

he can to protect and care for it.  Much like Sobel’s ideas in the introduction, Naess 

believes that once a person is able to relate in this kind of personalized way with the 

local landscape, she will be much more inclined to extend her sense of self to other 

natural ecosystems and to the other-than-human world as a whole.   

Furthermore, Naess’s description of developing “Self-realization!” is much 

like Abram’s description of developing an Animistic sense of the more-than-human 

world.  In essence, his Animism is comparable to Naess’s take on ecosophies, both 

personally and as activist approaches. Given the similarities, the question stands: 

Exactly how does Animism relate to Naess’ notion of ecosophy? 

 

Animism and Ecosophy  

Animism can play the role of an ecosophy.  Because an ecosophy is a personal 

philosophy, one might categorize it as being theoretical in nature.  Animism, as we 

have characterized it, however, is entirely experiential in nature.  Therefore, Animism 

initially seems an unlikely match to fulfill the role of ecosophy. However, Naess’s 

Ecosophy T provides a connection, as it is based in Naess’ experience.  As seen in the 

previous section, the rapport he builds with the mountain, symbolized by Tvergastein, 

is precisely the kind of sensory interaction Abram encourages with Animism.  The 
                                                 
31 Rothenberg [1987], 162.  
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role Naess’ Ecosophy T plays for him within the Deep Ecology Movement can be 

paralleled to the role Abram’s Animism plays for him within environmental activism.  

Just as an ecosophy gives rise to activist commitments, so may Animism.   

Prior to discussing these sorts of activist commitments, we will elaborate on 

the way one’s senses interact with the other-than-human world within our perceptual 

experience to create a sensible interconnection with the landscape.  Abram states that 

“perceptual experience has its own coherent structure; it seems to embody an open-

minded logos that we enact from within rather than the abstract logic we deploy from 

without.”32  The coherent structure of perceptual experience he refers to here can be 

explored best using the investigative methods of Phenomenology, a school of 

philosophical thought developed in the early 20th Century. 

In the following chapter, I will focus on the phenomenological ideas of 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty as they apply to Animism.  The chapter will further explore 

the active unfolding process of perceptual experience that Abram refers to as the 

“ordinary, everyday experience of the world around us.”33  Key ideas explored in the 

chapter include: perception, synchronizing modulation, intersubjectivity, reciprocity, 

and Merleau-Ponty’s “The Flesh.”  In order to understand the phenomenology of 

Merleau-Ponty, and the concepts he explores within the tradition, we will briefly 

examine the history and development of phenomenology as a method and school of 

thought.  

                                                 
32 Abram [1996], 74. 
33 ibid., 32. 
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Chapter 3 

Animism, Merleau-Ponty, and Phenomenology 

 
The relations between things or aspects of things having always our body as their 

vehicle, the whole of nature is the setting of our own life, or our interlocutor in a sort 
of dialogue… the thing is inseparable from a person perceiving it.34  

--Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
 

…the ambiguity of experience is already a part of any phenomenon that draws our 
attention.  For whatever we perceive is necessarily entwined with our own 

subjectivity, already blended with the dynamism of life and sentience.35  
--David Abram  

 

In the previous chapter we characterized Animism as a kind of ecophilosophy, 

or ecosophy, as one type of basis for a deep ecological activist approach.  Abram 

emphasizes shifting one’s perception through experience as a key component in 

developing an Animistic mode of relation.  What exactly is an Animistic mode of 

relation and what does it amount to?  Chapter 1 sought to introduce Abram’s 

experience of Animism through his perceptual shift, fade, and reclamation. While this 

introduced the basic ideas and the origins of Animism, we have yet to discuss its 

inner-workings, or the how of Animism.    

In order to explicate these inner-workings, Abram cites the philosophy of 20th 

Century French philosopher, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, to depict the more intricate 

details of Animism, analyzing it as a phenomenological process.  Therefore, this 

chapter will discuss Abram’s findings with support from Merleau-Ponty and other 

sources.  It will also attempt to actively illustrate Animism as a phenomenological 

process using Merleau-Ponty’s theories and basic examples. 

                                                 
34 Merleau-Ponty [1967], 373. 
35 Abram [1996], 35. 
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Phenomenology 

In order to understand Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on perception, interaction, and 

human experience, we turn to the phenomenological method.   Phenomenology is a 

method developed by Merleau-Ponty’s predecessor, the German philosopher, 

Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) that intends to explore the world of “spontaneous, 

preconceptual experience,”36 or direct experience before one can objectively 

rationalize it.    The method itself and can be described very basically as the 

examination of consciousness, or more literally phenomena, or that which appears to 

consciousness.  The given assumption behind the method is that whatever we know 

about the world and objective truth basically begins with and is based in 

consciousness, or subjectivity.  To put it another way, phenomenology is the study of 

the essential structures of experience.37  

Experience, which must be based in consciousness, is the key element of 

Husserl and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.  Husserl’s development of 

phenomenology was an attempt to explore what he called “the things themselves,” or 

the things we experience before we are able to reflect on them, not as objects of the 

world, but as objects of subjective experience.  As Abram puts it, Husserl decided 

that “unlike the mathematical sciences, phenomenology would seek not to explain the 

world, but to describe as closely as possible the way the world makes itself evident to 

awareness, the way things first arise in our direct, sensorial experience.”38  In order to 

use Husserl’s methods and explore “the things themselves,” however, one has to 

reflect on his or her pre-reflective experience.  Husserl’s aim was to examine how and 

                                                 
36 Abram [1996], 34. 
37 Solomon [2001], 1. 
38 Abram [1996], 35. 
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what we experience before we are able to taint it with reflective afterthought.  In so 

doing, Husserl believed that one might be able to gain pure insight into the actual 

nature of the objects of subjective experience by examining this pre-reflective realm.  

Husserl’s ideas were often criticized as solipsistic.39  His later writings 

attempt to reconcile this shortcoming by way of empathy, which became Husserl’s 

grounds for intersubjectivity, as a path outside of subjective idealism.  He claim

that empathy occurred as the result of two conscious minds—or subjectivitie

interrelating, which he called intersubjectivity.   Despite his attempts, Husserl never 

did manage to fully refute solipsistic claims against his methods of phenomenology.  

This had much to do with his choice to locate consciousness in the mind, separate 

from the body.  Husserl’s deliberate separation of mind and body seems to trap 

consciousness in the mind like a bird locked perpetually in a cage, no sign of escape.  

Situating consciousness in the mental domain only makes it difficult to assert that the 

nature of reality, and the world as we know it, are constituted by more than our own 

minds.  How, then, can we get outside this trap to account for the inter-relation of 

multiple subjectivities?  

ed 

s—

                                                

Taking up Husserl’s methodologies and the problem of subjective experience 

within a world containing multiple subjectivities, Merleau-Ponty offers a solution: re-

locating consciousness to the unified body, in which mind and body come together to 

host the subjective self, or consciousness. For Merleau-Ponty, the body is “not an 

 
39 Solipsism is “a theory holding that the self can know nothing but its own modifications and that the 
self is the only existent thing; “in an epistemological sense,” it can also be defined as, “the extreme 
form of subjective idealism that denies that the human mind has any valid ground for believing in the 
existence of anything but itself.” Encyclopedia Britannica [2009]. 
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object of consciousness, rather it is the preobjective medium of consciousness.”40  He 

goes onto say, “Experience is necessarily corporeal, and it is in terms of our corporeal 

inherence in the world that we perceive the other's body directly as an experiencing 

person."41 Locating subjectivity within the unified or lived body, which must 

encounter, interact with, and adjust to other lived bodies, causes intersubjectivity to 

become less a matter of the mind and more a matter of the senses. 

Attempting to provide a theoretical foundation for Animism, in what follows, 

we will explore the realm of subjective experience and our relations with others using 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological methods.   

 

Intersubjectivity 

…humans are inherently relational beings…42 
-- Will W. Adams 

  

Within subjective experience, there are at least two distinct “regions of the 

experiential, or phenomenal field: one of phenomena that unfold entirely for me—

images […] that arise on this side of my body—and another region of phenomena that 

are, evidently, responded to and experienced by other embodied subjects as well as by 

myself.”43  The latter region of phenomena belongs to more than my subjectivity as it 

extends to multiple “sensing subjects.”44  As such, this region may be deemed 

“intersubjective phenomena.”45  Abram defines the intersubjective phenomenal field 

                                                 
40 Ostrow [1990], 12. 
41 ibid., 13. 
42 Adams [2007]. 
43 Abram [1996], 38. 
44 ibid. 
45 ibid. 
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as “a collective landscape, constituted by other experiencing subjects as well as by 

oneself.”46 He further describes the intersubjective field, stating: 

The mutual inscription of others in my experience, and (as I must 
assume) of myself in their experiences, effects the interweaving of our 
individual phenomenal fields into a single, ever-shifting fabric, a 
single phenomenal world or “reality.”47 
 

As James M. Ostrow states, “Intersubjectivity is an essential mode of our 

habitual preparedness for the immediately and immanently felt sense of situations.”48 

Indeed we are able to experience a subjectivity that is all our own, i.e. daydreaming, 

but we cannot escape the knowledge that we are born into an experiencing and 

experienced world.  From birth, the world as we experience it consists of more than 

our subjective experience alerting us to the fact that we are not alone, that there are 

multiple subjectivities.  Furthermore, the stable reality we are born into is constituted 

by the consistent, unavoidable interactions of these multiple subjectivities.  

Consequently, these subjectivities are not just important for group perceptions on the 

whole; they are essential to my, or one’s, own being. 

The existence of others is intrinsic to my own existence because, prior 
to any conceptual distinction between myself and the world or, 
therefore, between myself and others, I am habitually sensitive to 
situations that are qualified by our copresence.49 

 
Abram reinforces this idea stating, “The encounter with other perceivers 

continually assures me that there is more to anything, or to the world, than I myself 

can perceive at any moment.”50  Shared experience, as such, entails phenomena that 

unfolds not only for my self and for the other subjectivity simultaneously, but unfolds 

                                                 
46 ibid., 39. 
47 ibid., 39. 
48 Ostrow [1990], 13. 
49 ibid., 13-14. 
50 Abram [1996], 39. 
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in such a way because of us.  Our engagement with one another and all that surrounds 

us51 is hence a kind of back-and-forth within a particular time and space. This back-

and-forth determines and makes up a unique shared experience that cannot be 

produced by a single subjectivity, alone. Rather, this experience may only result from 

the interactions between and of the two or more subjective bodies that are presently 

engaged.  It is an experience that can only be created through our mutual interactions, 

in which our perceptions become intertwined.   

“Perception,” Stephen Harding suggests, “is never a unilateral relation 

between a pure subject and a pure object, but is rather a reciprocal encounter between 

divergent aspects of the common flesh of the world.”52  As such, when perceiving 

another, I simultaneously become the perceiver and the perceived, the sensing and the 

sensed.  Furthermore, in perceiving another, I am undergoing their presence.  In order 

to perceive this other, “I necessarily inhabit a situation that is qualified by our co-

presence.”53 Another term for this adjustment process is ‘synchronizing 

modulation54.’   

 

Synchronizing Modulation  

Synchronizing modulation refers to the intentional fluctuation one must 

undergo in order to understand an other.  When synchronizing modulation occurs, 

rather than simply making an inference of another’s thoughts, there is an actual 

                                                 
51 All objects that we may experience can engage our senses and elicit a response.  This is explained in 
greater detail in Merleau-Ponty’s writings, particularly in The Phenomenology of Perception [1967] 
and The Visible and the Invisible [1969]. 
52 Harding [2006], 48. 
53 Ostrow [1990], 13. 
54 De Preester  [2005], 51. 
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change in my existence as the result of the other’s provocation55.  Merleau-Ponty uses 

the example of speech: 

Just as the sense-giving intention which has set in motion the other 
person’s speech is not an explicit thought, but a certain lack which is 
asking to be made good, so my taking up of his intention is not a 
process of thinking on my part, but a synchronizing change of my own 
existence, a transformation of my being.56  

 
It is through this transformation of being that I am able to perceive another’s body, 

and thus, another being in the world.  Merleau-Ponty further describes the sensation 

through gesture stating: 

The communication or comprehension of gestures comes about 
through the reciprocity of my intentions and the gestures of others, of 
my gestures and intentions discernible in the conduct of other people. 
It is as if the other person’s intention inhabited my body and mine his. 
The gesture, which I witness, outlines an intentional object. This 
object is genuinely present and fully comprehended when my powers 
of my body adjust themselves to it and overlap it.57 

The comprehension of gesture that Merleau-Ponty refers to in the above 

quotation is the synchronizing modulation, or intentional flux, one goes through in 

order to adapt to and comprehend the gesture of another.  To illustrate, let us take the 

examples of interacting with 1) another human being, 2) both a domesticated and a 

non-domesticated animal, and 3) an “inanimate” being.  These examples will attempt 

to illustrate the “silent conversation,”58 or the result of synchronized modulation, that 

occurs between our sensuous bodies and the sensuous world in ways that often go 

unnoticed.  The roots of this process run deeper than verbal awareness and sometimes 

independently of it.  Merleau-Ponty calls this deeper realm that lays beneath our 

                                                 
55 ibid. 
56 Merleau-Ponty in Preester [2005], 52. 
57 Merleau-Ponty in Preester [2005], 52. 
58 Abram [1996], 49. 
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conscious awareness the “life-world.”59  Abram defines Merleau-ponty’s “life-world” 

as “the world of our immediately lived experience, as we live it, prior to all our 

thoughts about it.”60  In what follows I will highlight the presence of this “life-world” 

and a few ways in which the adjustment process of synchronized modulation can 

unfold as reciprocity within one’s perception. 

 

Examples of Reciprocity in Perception 

 
Example 1: My friend and I are putting a jigsaw puzzle together.  As I search 

for and put the pieces into place, I am aware of my friend’s presence, whether I 

actively recognize it or not.  I also have a latent awareness that my presence and 

actions are a part of her perception.  Completely saturated in the activity, we both 

take on the role of collaborating puzzle-doers.  Without thinking about it, we pick up 

pieces and place them in response to the other’s actions, gestures, and intentions.  

Thus, the experience I have putting the puzzle together with my friend is constituted 

by the experience of taking part in a mutual project with her.  Just as it might go in a 

conversation, without consciously thinking about it, I fill in the pieces of the puzzle, 

where she has not and vice versa.   

If I were doing the puzzle alone, my experience would be completely 

different, as it would remain solely my experience.  I would have no one to perceive 

or to perceive me.  To be more literal, there would be no co-presence with which to 

engage in synchronized modulation.  When doing the jigsaw puzzle with another 

                                                 
59 A concept introduced by Edmund Husserl that refers to the "world of immediate experience." The 
lifeworld, or Lebenswelt, is an important idea in the field of phenomenology, and thus, has been 
explored by many phenomenologists such as Merleau-Ponty. 
60 Abram [1996], 40. 
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person, however, our co-presence creates, in my experience, a unique inter-mingling 

of our subjectivities that is neither completely mine nor completely hers. Pre-

cognitively, our bodies create an inter-subjective rhythm that unfolds as our process, 

our puzzle, and our interaction take place in a way that cannot be replicated.  In short, 

the way I experience this activity is influenced by the presence of the other as another 

perceptive being.   

In this case, my friend’s very presence in the room and as part of this activity 

changes my sense of being as (I can only assume) mine changes hers.  Our co-

presence, as such, causes us to alter our intentions, thoughts, and gestures.  The 

puzzle is our means of common understanding, but the ways in which we interact and 

relate to one another taking part in the activity as a joint effort are far more subtle and 

complex.  To re-iterate, this process involves a sense of adjustment and commingling 

of intention and gesture, or synchronizing modulation that can happen in a number of 

situations when two or more people are interacting or even present in the same space.  

However, synchronizing modulation can also happen in response to non-human 

beings, as illustrated in the next two examples. 

Example 2a.  I walk into the kitchen and notice my pet cat looking at 

something in the corner.  I look in the direction of her gaze and see nothing.  She 

seems very intent on whatever it is she sees, however; and so, I take another look.  

This time I see a cockroach at the base of the wall.  I see what the cat is looking at; 

the shared perception is part of my sense of the situation.  By joining my pet cat in the 

activity of looking at the object that possesses her gaze, my body is sharing a mutual 

experience with her body that shapes my experience of the object.  This sort of shared 

 39



experience can also occur with a non-domesticated animal.  To illustrate, I will 

provide a parallel example. 

Example 2b.  I am on a hike and round a bend to meet a wolf.  I stop walking 

and try to stay as quiet as I can so that I do not disturb her and possibly endanger 

myself.  At first she does not see me.  I see her looking intently over toward some low 

brush, and I follow her gaze.  At first I do not see what she sees.  Upon a second look, 

however, I see a wiggling ball of white and gray—and then another.  I soon realize 

that the wolf is a mother with two pups playing in the brush.  The mother turns, and 

instantly spots me.  Our eyes lock and I can see her seeing me.  I immediately 

understand the intentions behind her gaze and begin to back away slowly while 

employing an old backcountry trick I once heard—I sing to her calmly.  I watch her 

watching me as I back out of sight; she does not come after me.   

The information exchanged in my interaction with the wolf is similar to my 

shared interaction with the cat.  Had I not followed the mother wolf’s gaze, I would 

not have seen the pups and realized the entirety of the situation.  When she turned, I 

could see her seeing me and we shared the gaze.  Without words, through 

synchronizing modulation, we shared both her call of alarm, and my non-threatening 

response.  Plants can also elicit this sort of influenced response, as the next example 

will show.  

Example 3. Plants can be interactive to our senses and influence our 

experience as well.  Most plants do not move or react in ways that are obvious or 

perceivable to humans.  There are, however, plants that do.  These plants, often 

known as sensitive plants, are able to react to touch and sunlight in ways that are 
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obvious and perceptible to most human beings.  One kind of sensitive plant, Mimosa 

Pudica61, is able to grow in the sub-tropics of the United States.  At night the leaves 

rapidly close using what has been termed nyctinastic movement.  When touched, or 

warmed, however, the plant moves using seismonastic movement.  This type of 

movement is a reaction to stimuli, the result of interaction with another.    

Let us say that I am standing on the edge of a field where there are sensitive 

plants, unbeknownst to me.  I observe the plants’ leaves actively close in the wake of 

a rat that has just traipsed over them on its way through the field.  The curious 

movement of the plant entices me to try for myself.  I touch the leaves of several of 

these sensitive plants and watch them close (using seismonastic movement) because 

of my touch.  I can see what the plant is responding to and feel the plant’s response. 

This interaction with the plant elicits a response of wonder from me and 

significantly alters my sensorial experience because I can see the plant respond in 

reaction to my touch.  This confirms my ability to affect the plant. I could not create 

the plants reaction, nor could it have closed because of my touch without my having 

touched it.  Thus, the exchange is unique to our interaction, creating a form of 

reciprocity within my perception.   

The situational unfolding process being described in the above examples 

constitutes a unique experience of a two-way flow between self (subject) and other 

(subject and object within my perception).  As the next section will show, this 

unfolding process is in congruence with Abram’s application of Merleau-Ponty’s 

intersubjectivity and notions of perception, and reciprocity. 

 
                                                 
61Encyclopedia Britannica [2009]. 
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Participation, Reciprocity, and The Flesh  

 
Our bodies are made of the same flesh as the world and the world shares in the flesh 

of our bodies.62 
--Andy Fisher 

 

In contrast to the previous, more specific examples that involve relating to 

another person, an animal, or a plant, we will now discuss an aspect of Merleau-

Ponty’s intersubjective realm that suggests a more universal connection to the 

sensible world.   In both, The Phenomenology of Perception, and his unfinished final 

work, The Visible and the Invisible63, Merleau-Ponty refers to a universal property of 

phenomenal experience and existence stating that it “belongs neither to the subject 

nor world exclusively.”64  He deems this property “the flesh” and insists that it is “the 

seat of all human relation to the world.”65   The flesh, however, is not possessed by an 

individual, but belongs to the whole of the Earth.  When Merleau-Ponty discusses 

“the ontology of the flesh” he implies a primordial interconnectedness that “is not 

matter, is not mind, is not substance;”66 rather, it is the “coiling over of the visible 

upon the visible.”67  The flesh is something that connects the human body as an 

“exemplar sensible”68 to all things, and in turn, connects all things to the human body 

through the concept of reversibility.  Merleau-Ponty’s reversibility is an ontological 

                                                 
62 Fisher [2002], 133. 
63 Given that Merleau-Ponty never completed this work, leaving much room for speculation. This has 
led many philosophers to discredit its contents.  Yet, many philosophers find much to be gained from 
the ideas it puts forth.  The section entitled “The Intertwining—The Chiasm” has been particularly 
noted and will account for the material used here. [1968], 130-156. 
64 Leder [1990], 210.  
65 ibid., 209. 
66 Merleau-Ponty [1968], 139. 
67 Merleau-Ponty [1967], 140. 
68 ibid., 135. 
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concept that can be defined as “a 'lateral, pre-analytic participation' of embodied 

subjectivity within its world."69  

The body as an “exemplar sensible,” as it were, has the ability to be “both the 

perceiver and the perceived, the subject and the object” 70 in tactile reversibility.  

Merleau-Ponty uses the example of one’s hand touching the other, allowing one to be 

both subject and object.  However, he relays, there is a “divergence” that never quite 

enables the toucher to simultaneously be the touched and vice versa.  Merleau-Ponty 

calls it “an anonymity innate to myself.”71  The body, then, must be chiasmatic in 

order to be a perceiver/perceived.  Drew Leder notes that the “chiasmatic” relations 

and “intertwinings” that Merleau-Ponty uses to characterize the universal flesh are 

similar to the ways in which our ability to experience “the three-dimensionality of 

visual space depends upon the optic chiasm blending fibers from both eyes […] the 

world leaps out of a “chiasm” between subject and object, my vision and that of 

others, perception, and language.”72 

 

Participation and Reciprocity 

To the sensing body all phenomena are animate, actively soliciting the participation 
of our senses, or else withdrawing from our focus and repelling our involvement.73 

--Stephen Harding 

 

Merleau-Ponty’s universal and pre-cognitive sense of the world fits nicely 

with Animism.  In The Spell of the Sensuous, Abram emphasizes the perceptual 

                                                 
69 Davis [1991 ] 32. 
70 Leder [1990], 210. 
71 Merleau-Ponty [1969], 133. 
72 Leder [1990], 210. 
73 Harding [2006], 49. 
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interrelations of humans and non-humans through reciprocal engagement, or 

reciprocity.  As mentioned earlier in the chapter, for Abram, reciprocity is the silent 

conversation between things—“the ongoing interchange between my body and the 

entities that surround it.”74  It is this “ongoing interchange” that situates Animism 

with Merleau-Ponty’s universal flesh.  Indeed, Abram references the flesh in order to 

reveal the nature of human perception as deeply embedded in the natural world.  He 

calls this sensorial embeddedness “participation.”  Abram’s concepts, both reciprocity 

and participation, situate the body in a dynamic and responsive world much like that 

of Merleau-Ponty’s universal flesh.  Our bodies are only able to participate in the 

world and reciprocate with other beings because they are both perceiver/perceived, 

sensing/sensible in a sensible world.  Abram states:   

We can perceive things at all only because we ourselves are entirely a 
part of the sensible world that we perceive!  We might as well say that 
we are organs of this world, flesh of its flesh, and that the world is 
perceiving itself through us.”75  
 

Both body and world constitute one another through a reciprocal unfolding, or the 

sort of dynamic back-and-forth shown in earlier examples.  Carl Olson states that for 

Merleau-Ponty:  

…the human body and the perceived world form a single system of 
intentional relations; they are correlations, which implies that to 
experience the body is to perceive the world and vice versa. Since the 
body is the medium of things, its presence to the world enables things 
to exist. Thus the body and world are an inseparable, internal 
relation.76 

  

                                                 
74 Abram [1996], 52. 
75 ibid., 68. 
76 Olson [1986], 4. 

 44



Hence, the flesh is the “intertwining of the sensate and the sensible.”77  

Establishing that the body is able to participate in the sensible world, and thus relate 

to it as such, Abram makes the connection between Animism and the flesh using 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of reversibility.  Abram uses the example of a person 

walking through a forest, observing the green leaves of the trees and vines, smelling 

the crisp, cool air, when, rather suddenly, she/he undergoes a perceptual shift in 

which she/he senses themselves being watched by the forest—a visual reversibility.78  

This sensation may be disturbing at first, but if one spends quite some time there, 

perhaps even dwelling there, Abram insists that her perceptions may shift once again, 

creating a welcoming sense of belonging.  It is through the reversibility of the flesh 

that Abram believes we may most successfully shift our perceptions to encompass the 

wider world of all beings.   

 In the Western world, we have become accustomed to engaging our senses in 

ways that separate us from the dynamism of the natural world.  Abram suggests we 

take a step back and consciously engage our efforts in activities that explore the 

natural world and our place in it as both sensate and sensible beings.  To reach this 

end he proffers a revival of oral storytelling in the tradition of indigenous cultures 

who regularly engage their local landscapes through story and song.  He suggests that 

we begin by acknowledging the local landscape by telling stories about our 

experiences there.  

When we begin to tell stories, our imagination begins to flow out 
through our eyes and our ears to inhabit the breathing earth once again. 

                                                 
77 Flynn [2008]. 
78 Abram [1996], 68. 
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For we are born of this animate earth, and our sensitive flesh is simply 
our part of the dreaming body of the world.79 
 

Telling our own stories and experiences in the location in which they occur 

helps us to invoke an embodied connection to the places in which our bodies reside.  

Our local landscapes are the very places that enable our bodies to participate in the 

flux of synchronized modulation.  Telling our own stories about our places invites 

others to develop reciprocal interactions with that particular place and the general 

landscape—the flesh of which we are all part and participant. 

 In the next chapter I will briefly discuss Abram’s suggestion of oral 

storytelling as well as other possible applications for developing Animism.  I will 

then describe my own suggested application—the realization of a trans-media 

process-piece.    

                                                 
79 Abram [2007]. 
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Chapter 4 

Considering the Process-Piece: An Application of Animism through the 

Realization of a Trans-media Composition  

 

The Rejuvenation of Oral Culture  

David Abram discusses the potential for traditional oral stories to awaken our 

senses to the sort of reciprocity that makes itself available to us in our surroundings 

on a daily basis.  He maintains that indigenous cultures worldwide, for which oral 

storytelling is an important part of life, share a relationship with the landscape that the 

Western world has displaced with written words. 

Indeed, when we consult indigenous, oral peoples from around the 
world, we commonly discover that for them there is no phenomenon -- 
no stone, no mountain, no human artifact -- that is definitively inert or 
inanimate. Each thing has its own spontaneity, its own interior 
animation, its own life!80  

 
It is Abram’s hope that we can begin telling our own stories, set in our local 

landscapes, so that we may once again develop an Animistic rapport with the more-

than-human world.  While he does not ask us to throw out our computers, televisions, 

and cell-phones, Abram does encourage the “rejuvenation of oral culture” within our 

homes, families, and communities.  According to Abram, the verbal recognition of 

our physical connections to the more-than-human world is necessary to regain our 

sensory connection with the wider world of beings.  He states: 

When stories are no longer being told in the woods or along the banks 
of rivers -- when the land is no longer being honored, ALOUD!, as an 
animate, expressive power – then the human senses lose their 
attunement to the surrounding terrain.81 

                                                 
80 Abram [2007]. 
81 ibid. 
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For many early oral cultures, stories and song were so interwoven into the 

local landscape that they were nearly one and the same.  Without ritual stories, 

geographical locations did not exist in any recognizable form—landforms lost all 

meaning and the landscape became incoherent and disorienting.82  Storied place was 

of the utmost importance to these cultures.  It is almost as if these oral groups needed 

to become acquainted with the land through sensory experience in order to relate to it, 

just as one might feel when meeting a stranger. 

 While place does not play such an active role in the modern Western world, 

developing a relationship with a place over time can still have a tremendous impact 

on an individual.  When one frequently engages her/his senses in the local 

environment, there is an important sense of belonging that often occurs—a kinship, of 

sorts.  While Abram focuses on the tradition of oral storytelling to engender feelings 

of kinship, I aim to explore the use of other performative vehicles to re-connect our 

sensing bodies to the sensible body of the world.   

 

Two Alternative Examples 

There are several activities that could be used to Animistically engage one’s 

senses in the natural world.  Stephen Harding provides simple exercises that entail 

relating to the natural world through experience, visualization, imagination, and basic 

experiments.  For example, in the exercise “Active Looking,”83 the participant is 

instructed to pick up a stone and study it for 30 seconds to a minute.  Then they are to 

close their eyes and visualize the colors, textures, and other various parts of the 
                                                 
82 Abram [1996], 269. 
83 Harding [2006], 36. 
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stone’s surface for around a minute, upon which they let the image go.  Then, the 

participant is to look at the stone again as a whole without focusing on the details.  As 

before, they are to do this for about 30 seconds to a minute, visualize the stone as a 

whole, and then let the image go.  Harding suggests the participant repeat this process 

for 15 minutes and then enter into a “state of reflection” about the “different ways of 

looking.”84 

Using music as her primary medium, Pauline Oliveros also provides several 

participatory exercises in her composition, Sonic Meditations 85 that encourage 

participants to engage their surroundings.  While not all of these exercises specify the 

surroundings, they can be adapted in ways that facilitate building a rapport with the 

local landscape.  One exercise, “Environmental Dialogue for the New Hampshire 

Festival Orchestra,” was written, however, for a specific environment.  The 

composition instructs: 

On Lake Winnepausaukee at sunup or sundown, players of the 
orchestra are dispersed heterogeneously in small groups in small boats 
all over the lake.  Players begin by observing your own breathing.  As 
you become aware of sounds in the environment, gradually begin to 
reinforce the pitch of the sound source or its resonance.  If you become 
louder than the source, diminuendo until you can hear it again.  If the 
source disappears listen quietly for another.  If the source is 
intermittent your pitch reinforcement may be continuous until the 
source stops.  Aural awareness of the source is necessary at all times 
even though your reinforcement may be momentarily louder.  
Reinforcement is distinctly different than imitation.  Only strengthen 
or sustain pitch.  Allow the boats to drift unless guidance past 
obstacles or away from shore becomes necessary.86  
 

Oliveros’ composition here aims to create a change in awareness toward the 

surrounding landscape and the participant’s relation with it, sonically and otherwise.  

                                                 
84 ibid. 
85 Oliveros [1974]. 
86 ibid. 
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Much like Oliveros’composition above, I aim to use the trans-media process-piece, 

Transitions And Leaps,87 to engender a change in awareness toward the local 

landscape in which I will perform my realization. While Oliveros’ and Harding’s 

examples provide ways in which one can reciprocally engage the other-than-human 

environment, they avoid the medium of language.  Abram suggests the rejuvenation 

of oral storytelling because he believes that language can play a powerful role in the 

development of Animism.  I suggest the realization of a process-piece that in part 

explores the use of language as a medium for reciprocity, as well. 

 

My Realization of a Portion of Transitions And Leaps 

 Stuart Saunders Smith refers to Transitions And Leaps88 as a “trans-media 

collective compositional system,” that is typically meant to be “for two or more 

people, performing any actions.”89  I will, however, be adapting a portion of the piece 

as a solo realization.90  The portions I will be realizing are 1I (Section I, Page 1) and 3I 

(Section I, Page 3), which are included in the appendix.   

 TAL, as a process-piece, provides the composer/performer91 with a structure 

of three subsystems: the Transitions sub-system, the Leaps sub-system, and the And 

sub-system.  Smith explains:  

Two of these sub-systems (Transitions, Leaps) consists of various 
event-constructs for transforming one category of phenomena to 

                                                 
87 Smith [1990]in Welsh [1995]. 
88 TAL hereafter 
89 ibid. 
90 Note: while I do my best to stay true to the composition as Smith intends it, some elements of 
procedure and imitation will be accounted for using different methods. 
91 Smith uses the term ‘composer’ here to designate “anyone who designs phenomenon in order to 
create expressive forms…” [1990]. 
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another category of phenomena.  The And sub-system re-integrates and 
trades some of the results of the former two sub-systems.92    
 

While composing “solutions” to the event-constructs, the composer/performer 

uses three types of thinking as equally as possible: Fast thinking, Slow thinking, and 

Taste thinking.93  Fast thinking can be associated with the body—it is instinctual, 

active, and spontaneous.  Smith compares it to sprinting.  Slow thinking can be 

associated with the mind—it is logically-based and deliberate.  Smith says that it is 

“good for long distances and the development of Fast thinking.”  Taste thinking can 

be associated with the senses—it is fluid, individual, and organic.  Smith says that it 

can literally be used to “check if an idea is sensuously compelling.”  

Smith’s general directions give the composer/performer the freedom to choose 

which route, or order, they want to use to perform their event-constructs.  However, 

Smith specifies that, “the entire composed realizations of all event-constructs must be 

performed.”  While the composition leaves room for the composer/performer to 

create and choose the ways in which she realizes the event-constructs, the structure of 

the composition resembles a piece of music.  Smith includes a time range for the 

duration of the entire composition (c. 20 minutes to 1 hour) and each box (1-60 

seconds).  Each box also contains a symbol that indicates a modifier.  For example, 

the symbol “Z” indicates a repeating pattern.  Smith has structured the composition 

such that one category transforms into the next category.  He uses specific notation to 

indicate when the transition into the next category must be complete.  He also 

                                                 
92 ibid. 
93 emphasis added 
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indicates the “relative space/time between the execution of one box to another” using 

various symbols.94 

For the And sub-system Smith uses a different set of symbols that generally 

indicate ways in which the composer/performer “ ‘borrows’- ‘trades’ actions, sounds, 

etc. from other composer/performers.”95  My approach to this aspect of the score is to 

imitate aspects of my surroundings in the performance space, engaging both the 

landscape and the audience.  This interpretation of TAL encourages reciprocity 

between human and other-than-human.  It also invites others to reciprocally engage 

the surroundings.  Using reciprocity was also an important part of the development 

process in my realization because it encouraged me to develop a rapport with the 

specific performance space/ landscape.   

When used deliberately for the purpose of environmental education, realizing 

a process-piece like TAL can promote an Animistic mode of relating to the other-

than-human environment that can be used to encourage children and adults alike to 

develop their own activist programs and to make long-term environmental 

commitments. 

In TAL, the easiest way to promote environmental activism is to choose 

categories that pertain to the natural world.  For this reason, I have made a more 

deliberate effort in choosing my categories than perhaps Smith intends.  However, for 

my purposes, choosing categories that promote “ecophilia” richens the performance 

and its aim to encourage sensory participation and sensorial engagement with the 

specific natural site.  For my realization of TAL I have chosen to use 6 categories, 

                                                 
94 See Appendix—C for Smith’s Event-Construct Schematic Section. 
95 Smith [1990] in Welsh [1995]. 
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rather than 8, and they are as follows: A. embodied text; B. eco-poetry; C. embodied 

gesture; D. sensory action/reaction; W. Air or Breath; and, Z. story-inspired action.  

These categories are meant to be vague and are worked out in more specific ways in 

each event-construct.   

For example, in the first event-construct my category A is inspired by 

Oliveros’ Sonic Meditation V, entitled “Native.”96  Each time I come across category 

A in a new event-construct, I perform a specifically chosen form of embodied text, 

using verbal passages from Oliveros’ Sonic Meditations (1971).  The same practice 

applies to each category within each event-construct.  The chosen category action or 

idea is then modified through the event-construct in various ways that include 

repetition, timing constraints and pauses, energy levels, and the duration of actions.  

There are also modifiers that instruct the performer to modify the character of the 

action or idea so that it is bigger, louder, more, or higher; smaller, softer, less, or 

lower.  To get a better idea of how I have done this in my realization, I have included 

a copy of the way I work through the score.97  

In the next section, I include my reflections on the performance piece and 

include discussion of how my realization of TAL helped me to not only connect with 

the landscape, but the particular audience that participated in the actual performance. 

 

Performance Reflections and Concluding Remarks 

 I performed my realization of pages one and three from Section I in Stuart 

Saunders Smith’s Transitions And Leaps (1990) on the morning of April 16th, 2009.  

                                                 
96 Oliveros [1974]. 
97 See Appendix—E. 
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The audience included four professors and three students, and one person from the 

public.  All of the audience members were familiar with the Florida landscape; 

however, most had not had much experience with the particular space in which the 

performance took place.  The space I chose was a small section of bamboo trees next 

to New College’s Cook Hall.  This space included an open area in the center of the 

trees, which acted as the performance area for both myself (the performer/composer), 

and the audience.  I chose the bamboo patch for its sonic attributes and its somewhat 

isolated, but open sense of enclosure.   

 

Before and After: Audience Reactions  

Before the performance, I included very little in the way of explanatory or descriptive 

remarks about the content of the performance, leaving the audience members unsure 

and without expectations or connotations to associate with it.  Most members of this 

particular audience did, however, happen to have some prior informal knowledge 

about the structure of the performance via talking with me or reading the text of the 

thesis.  Judging by the comments and questions at the end of the performance, this 

ambiguity about the content and moreover, expected conduct, had a substantial 

impact on their experience of the performance.  I had intended to use this ambiguity 

to elicit a “fresh” sensory experience.  An aspect I had not accounted for, however, 

was the sense of minor anxiety and confusion that occurred for the audience members 

when I performed certain actions coordinated with command statements—a category 

I called “embodied text.”  The audience members were left unsure whether or not 

they ought to “obey” my commands and participate with me.  In the future, this 
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aspect might be re-considered or used more deliberately, as it is not clear if the 

ambiguity was beneficial in working toward the goal of the performance.  Either way 

it added to the experience of the performance, and elicited a sensory reaction. 

 

Development: Pieces of My Process  

The process of developing the piece did, in fact, allow me to engage the space using 

my senses, which in turn allowed me to become familiar and comfortable with the 

particular more-than-human space—the bamboo patch.  One of the professors in the 

audience remarked that they were able to hear and see a Downy woodpecker drilling 

on the side of a bamboo shaft, an action she had previously not known the particular 

species would do.  The actions that I chose to use within my realization of the piece 

were inspired by the space through similar sensory experiences.  For example, there is 

a section of the performance in which I chose to recite a portion of an Emily 

Dickinson poem and coordinate my actions with a portion of the space.  In the 

development of this portion of the performance, I encountered an ant crawling 

through the dead bamboo leaves in the ground cover and decided upon actions that 

might indicate that experience.  I also was inspired to use the ant in several other 

categories. 

 

Post-Performance Reflections and Future Ideas 

During the performance there were several “unnatural” sounds that entered the sonic 

space.  When mixed with my emphasis on the “natural” surroundings and sounds, 

these noises were perceived in a different light.  The audience members suggested 
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that the sounds of planes and construction became an important part of the experience 

for them.  These noises took on meaning with regard to their relationship with the 

natural setting.  This sense of meaning impacted individuals in different ways, but 

overall seemed to bring an awareness of both the extreme contrast and the potential 

for harmonious co-existence between the human and other-than-human worlds.  This 

unintended aspect of the performance has particularly led me to consider the 

possibilities of using a spectrum of sounds, actions, and ideas associated with both 

human endeavors and other-than-human endeavors to create a mixed experience that 

exploits and blends the associations to promote a sense of harmonious co-existence.   

 This type of performance, as I state previously in the text, could ideally be 

used to promote a sense of “ecophilia” in the community if used in environmental 

education programs.  Children, in particular, might respond well to process activities 

that they either: a) do themselves, b) participate in, c) observe, or d) do some 

combination of a, b, and c.  If this project were to be continued, I would likely 

perform this piece for younger school students or explore another realization of TAL 

that included active “hands-on” participation with the students in a local outdoor 

setting. 
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Appendix—A 

 

The first page of the score that I use in my performance: 

Taken from John P. Welsh’s The Music of Stuart Saunders Smith [1995], 129. 
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Appendix—B 

 

The second page of the score I use in my performance: 

 

Taken from John P. Welsh’s The Music of Stuart Saunders Smith [1995], 131. 
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Appendix—C 

An Event-Construct Schematic for Transitions Sub-System, Leaps Sub-System, and 

And Sub-System: 

 

Taken from John P. Welsh’s The Music of Stuart Saunders Smith [1995], 118.

 59



Appendix—D 

Definitions of Transitions Sub-System and Leaps Sub-System: 

 

Taken from John P. Welsh’s The Music of Stuart Saunders Smith [1995], 121.
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Appendix—E 

My Working Score: 
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