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ARTICLE

Doing environmental humanities: inter/transdisciplinary
research through an underwater 360° video poem
Jesse D. Peterson

ENHANCE ITN, KTH Environmental Humanities Laboratory, Division of History of Science, Technology and
Environment, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Those whowrite about environmental humanities call on researchers
to be interdisciplinary. But what kind of interdisciplinary research is
required and how might a researcher actually do this form of
research? The article presents one way for doing interdisciplinary
research, using ecocritical analysis on Theodore Sturgeon’s short
story, ‘It’, and then using that as a basis for developing an alternative
narrative for a 360° video poem. To address what makes this research
practice environmental humanities and not just ecocriticism, this
article puts the histories of ecocriticism and environmental huma-
nities in conversation with their approaches to interdisciplinarity.
What seems apparent is that environmental humanities value exter-
nal and instrumental forms of interdisciplinarity but that it also may
be a burgeoning transdisciplinary effort.
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Environmental humanities research aspires to move beyond traditional disciplinary
methods (Adamson and Davis 2016; Holm et al. 2015; Jones 2014). Yet attempting
such research causes difficulties in ‘doing’ environmental humanities. In their study
The Environmental Humanities: A Critical Introduction, authors Robert S. Emmett and
David E. Nye reiterate that interdisciplinarity is one of the main internal problems facing
ecocritics and environmental historians interested in doing environmental humanities.
Citing earlier work by Hannes Bergthaller et al., they agree that ecocriticism, inasmuch as
it appreciates interdisciplinary work, remains conservative. Ecocriticism, they say, like
many other fields of research, suffers from ‘disciplinary habits and institutional pressures’
along with a paucity of ‘tangible rewards’ that prevent scholars from engaging with
interdisciplinarity (Emmett and Nye 2017, 170–71; Bergthaller et al. 2014).1

But, is it the ability to accomplish ‘interdisciplinary’ work that separates ecocriticism
or environmental history or any other environmentally oriented subdiscipline from
environmental humanities research? Not entirely. From my perspective, it also depends
on at least two other factors: (1) one’s ability to grasp and apply the nuances of
whichever prefix (pulled from a cornucopia of a-, anti-, cross-, inter-, intra-, meta-,
multi-, omni-, pluri-, post-, supra-, trans-, un-, etc.) gets attached to the word disciplinary,
including its author’s intended meaning; and (2) one’s use of a singular or plural verb
with environmental humanities, and how fuzzy the distinction between them becomes

CONTACT Jesse D. Peterson jessep@kth.se

GREEN LETTERS
https://doi.org/10.1080/14688417.2019.1583592

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0634-8839
http://asle.org.uk/
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14688417.2019.1583592&domain=pdf


(Castree 2014, 234).2 What is or are environmental humanities? What does it or do they
do? As such, this article aims to address certain links and fractures between ecocriticism
and environmental humanities research by placing their historical contexts side by side
and drawing on literature from interdisciplinary studies to point out what ramifications
this has for their approaches to disciplinarity and/or interdisciplinarity. Moreover,
because terms such as ‘interdisciplinary’ are apparently easy enough to understand
but still complex enough to confuse, my attempt to get interdisciplinary with interdisci-
plinary studies also pins down some of these prefixes in order to promote ways to
develop ecocritical and environmental humanities work in the multiple, further reflect on
the project of environmental humanities and provide a succinct rubric for ecocritics
interested in assessing whether they might be contributing to ecocriticism, environ-
mental humanities or both.

By grasping certain distinctions at work in the relationship between (inter)disciplinar-
ity and ecocriticism and between (inter)disciplinarity and environmental humanities, one
must concede that ecocritical research cannot, in all cases, be called environmental
humanities research. Hence, in the following section, I reflect on ‘doing’ environmental
humanities by way of performing an ecocritical analysis of the short story ‘It’ by
Theodore Sturgeon in order to develop an alternative narrative, which takes shape as
an underwater 360° virtual reality video poem. In other words, I try to map out one way
an ecocritic might attempt to use his or her disciplinary expertise to accomplish inter-
disciplinary aims within environmental humanities. I do this for two reasons. The first is
to address expressly the problem of individual inter- and transdisciplinary efforts.
The second reason builds off the first, hoping to validate such interventions as valuable
contributions towards relating to contemporary ecological issues that may coexist
alongside more disciplinary efforts. The performance of ecocritical analysis can combine
with creative research methods to respond to contemporary academic discourse about
the environment and rewrite environmental relationships originally presented in the
short story. Through this discussion, this article tries to generate ideas for how to make
both interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary interventions by individual researchers
affiliated with ecocriticism and/or environmental humanities.

Relationships with (inter)disciplinarity

Ecocriticism and environmental humanities relate to (inter)disciplinarity differently. More
specifically, as frameworks with unique historical legacies, they display different possibilities
for doing research that is disciplinary, multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary.
I choose these four terms because of all those in circulation, some agreement exists as to
their definitions and distinctions according to ‘terminological hierarchy’ (Klein 1993, 55).
Disciplinary research involves utilising tools and methods that have been developed within
a particular discipline to produce research. Multidisciplinary research characterises research
done in several disciplines on the same or similar problem.3 Interdisciplinary research is that
which integrates and synthesises tools or concepts taken from more than one discipline.
And transdisciplinary research ‘transcends’ disciplines by disobeying their barriers and
norms in its pursuit of a larger framework (Klein 1993, 56–74). Transdisciplinary research is
not (as is sometimes defined) research that involves the ‘general public’ or other non-
academic participants. These four terms are distinguished from each other not by who is

2 J. D. PETERSON



involved in doing the research but rather by their overall stance related to the integration
and synthesis between or among disciplines. The question of participation, orientation or
other considerations leads to further characterising the kind of disciplinarity involved. For
example, involving local communities in research would be described as ‘exogenous’ as
opposed to ‘endogenous’, two terms which also correspond to ‘instrumental’ and ‘synoptic’
modes of interdisciplinarity, respectively. In simple terms, exogenous and instrumental
interdisciplinarity deal with public concerns and ‘real’ problems while endogenous and
synoptic interdisciplinarity seek to unify problems stemming from science in order to
achieve a unified synopsis (Klein 1993, 37–42; Quayson 2000). These terms are significant
because, as will be shown below, invoking claims of interdisciplinarity in ecocriticism or
environmental humanities involves negotiating what forms of disciplinarity are more or less
valuable for the researcher.

Others have traced, summarised and outlined ecocriticism’s development and future
directions already (Westling 2006, 26–29; Buell 2005; Slovic 2010; Oppermann et al. 2011;
Mazel 2017). Importantly for this discussion, ecocriticism stems from a traditional, disciplinary-
oriented form of literary scholarship, making ecocriticism primarily a subdiscipline of literary
studies and literary criticism. As such, the ability to do ecocritical research does not require
methods outside traditional literary enquiry. Moreover, by having a distinctly disciplinary
basis, ecocriticism does not need to aspire to any particular kind of interdisciplinarity, allowing
itself space to remain open to various expressions or kinds of interdisciplinarity. Such open-
nessmeans that interdisciplinarity within ecocritical research should in principle be broad and
diverse, showing no particular bias towards synoptic or instrumental forms. Furthermore, this
disciplinary legacy suggests that ecocritical interdisciplinarity is more likely to be conservative
in practice on the basis that it has inherited an intellectual history that has valued objectivity
and impartiality through critical movements such as Structuralism, Practical, and New
Criticisms – values which helped scientise knowledge and formulate the concept of discipli-
narity in the nineteenth century (Selden 1973; Selden and Widdowson 1993; Klein 1993, 21).
As such, the relationship of ecocriticism to interdisciplinarity could be described as weak, and
attempts to keep it ‘analytical’, ‘objective’ or ‘unbiased’ have likely reined in possible inter-
disciplinary explorations. The conservatism within ecocriticism towards interdisciplinarity is
a characteristic of the field and not just a response to structural deterrents. This is not to say
that ecocriticism is not interdisciplinary; indeed, many have described ecocriticism as an
interdisciplinary field (Heise 2006; Cohen 2004; Birkerts 1996).

Because ecocriticism performs cultural critique from an environmentalist perspective,
the field itself might be argued to be quite interdisciplinary due to its use and inclusion
of concepts, methods and tools from history, biology, geology, ecology and other fields
(Kerridge and Sammells 1998). In fact, the beginnings of ecocriticism and interdisciplin-
ary research coincide, both starting in the early 1970s. To some extent, ecocriticism
could then be understood as part of a broad trend in academia that sought ways to
address the new forms of environmental concerns that also were coming to the fore in
this decade, through events such as the ‘UN Conference on the Human Environment’
[1972] and the popular publication Limits to Growth [1972]. Ecocriticism has long been
defined by its attention to and analysis of the representations of nature, landscape and
environment in literary forms. Its focus on literature has also expanded to include other
texts such as TV shows, graphic novels, radio programmes, movies and more. What
ecocritics write constitutes a form of critique that celebrates and deconstructs these
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relationships in order to ‘facilitate clearer thinking about human transactions with
environments, and to facilitate better nature writing in the future’ (Cohen 2004). In
other words, the majority of ecocritical research and practice can be defined as inter-
disciplinary because it has borrowed concepts, data and methods from other disciplines,
sought to solve problems, reached some consensus on subjects and methods, and even
because it resembles an ‘interdiscipline’ (Klein 1993, 64–65). Ecocritical work that posi-
tions itself as interdisciplinary has also aligned itself with ‘environmental political cri-
tique’, such as that found in the edited collections, Culture, Creativity, and Environment
and Interdisciplinary Measures: Literature and the Future of Postcolonial Studies (Becket
and Gifford 2007, 7–8; Huggan 2008).

As far as the environmental humanities field is concerned, its background has no
single geographical starting point or disciplinary precursor. From four recent introduc-
tions to environmental humanities, one can immediately grasp that the field includes
lateral genealogies and strives to develop innovative forms of multi- and interdisciplin-
ary research (DeLoughrey, Didur and Carrigan 2016; Heise, Christensen and Niemann
2016; Oppermann and Iovino 2017; Emmett and Nye 2017). This has led to several
different conceptions of the field. For some, the term ‘environmental humanities’ is
additive, meaning that to invoke environmental humanities means to encapsulate
discrete disciplines such as ecocriticism, environmental history, environmental philoso-
phy, ecopoetics and more as a unified collection. For others, environmental humanities
constitutes (or is moving towards) a singular field separated from and distinct to other
environmentally oriented subdisciplines (Rose et al. 2012, 5; Bergthaller et al. 2014, 273;
Heise, Christensen and Niemann 2016, 1). In other words, environmental humanities can
be understood as a discrete interdisciplinary field. This distinction is significant because,
taken in the plural, environmental humanities describes a multidisciplinary consortium
of independent subdisciplines that may or may not pursue interdisciplinary research,
whereas taken in the singular, the term describes an intrinsically interdisciplinary or even
transdisciplinary research practice.

Coming after ecocriticism, environmental humanities has needed to respond to a different
historical moment, one characterised by scholars working on resolving the nature/culture
debate still ongoing in the 1990s and then coinciding with the advent of the Anthropocene
concept. Hence, Emmett and Nye argue that environmental humanities historicises, interprets
science and technological innovation, explores ethical issues, ‘clarif[ies] the origins and
consequences of social practices’, identifies narratives and develops new narratives, helps
‘foster’ environmentalist values and ideally ‘offers constructive knowledge as well as criticism’.
It also engages in ‘creative collaboration’ (Emmett and Nye 2017, 2, 7). Erin Fitz-Henry urges
environmental humanities to attend to all sorts of temporalities, rejecting short-termism, in
institutions and theorems so as to address slow violence and slow disasters (Fitz-Henry 2017).
For Deborah Bird Rose, environmental humanities needs to think with the environment,
unsettle dominant narratives and connect disparate perspectives; and similarly, Serpil
Oppermann and Serenella Iovino point out that environmental humanities is best pursued
by ‘building new environmental imaginaries, formulating new discursive practices, and mak-
ing changes in economic and political structures’ (Rose et al. 2012; Oppermann and Iovino
2017). Finally, work and workshops held by the Environmental Humanities Laboratory
[Sweden] and Nexus Centre [Canada] on public engagement and participatory-based
research point out the desire for environmental humanities to extend outside academia
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into policy, society and the sciences. Rich Hutchings sums up these points succinctly:
researchers engaged with environmental humanities seek ‘to move beyond ecocriticism to
ecoaction’ (Hutchings 2014, 214). These aims do not easily lend themselves to being accom-
plished in a single discipline or even necessarily throughmultidisciplinary collaboration (Klein
1993, 56–63). In other words, this multiplicity of aims is illustrative of environmental huma-
nities’ interdisciplinary agenda.

Environmental humanities’ relationship to interdisciplinarity is therefore stronger and
different than ecocriticisms in two ways. First, the context in which environmental
humanities has come about has meant that researchers working in the field tend to
call for and foster exogenous and instrumental kinds of interdisciplinary research (see
Little 2017). Such calls explicitly connect interdisciplinarity to overtly political ends, such
as rectifying improperly balanced power relationships (Adamson and Davis 2016; Barca
2014; Hutchings 2014). This political stance taken towards interdisciplinarity in environ-
mental humanities sets it somewhat apart from that within ecocriticism, given ecocriti-
cism’s quasi apolitical beginnings (Heise 2006, 505–6). Indeed, many of the early
adopters and advocates of environmental humanities emphasised its political nature,
working towards and from gender, indigenous studies, environmental justice, ethics,
postcolonial and policy perspectives (Plumwood 2002; Alaimo 2016; Adamson, Evans
and Stein 2002; Whyte 2016; Armiero 2017; DeLoughrey, Didur and Carrigan 2016;
Åsberg, Neimanis and Johan 2015). Thus, researchers within environmental humanities
aspire to make changes beyond the more traditional forms of environmentalism often
invoked in ecocritical research, touching on key ecocritical topics but also taking on
others and pursuing them in more explicitly political terms (Garrard 2012).4

Another preference seems to be environmental humanities’ attention to what might
be understood as a radical form of synoptic interdisciplinarity that stresses the need to
work with and through the natural sciences, social sciences and fine arts. At the same
time, however, another possible interpretation is that environmental humanities has
arisen to develop a transdisciplinary synthesis of the already interdisciplinary fields of
environmentally oriented subdisciplines, including ecocriticism.

In other words, environmental humanities might be conceived to be a project in transdis-
ciplinarity. For Erich Jantsch, transdisciplinarity ‘signifies the interconnectedness of all aspects
of reality, transcending the dynamics of a dialectical synthesis to grasp the total dynamics of
reality as a whole. It is a vision of interdisciplinarity penetrating the entire system of science’; it
implies a ‘true totality’ (Jantsch 1972; Klein 1993, 66, 68).5 Transdisciplinary efforts are made
visible in environmental humanities, for example, through institutional arrangements, training
programmes and books, such as the publication Keywords in Environmental Studies [2016],
which attempts to embody Lawrence Buell’s call to ecocritics, environmental historians,
environmental philosophers and others to develop ‘critical vocabularies in common’
(Adamson, Gleason and Pellow 2016, 2). If environmental humanities research does seek to
synthesise these subdisciplines, it is necessary to retain aspects of the original subdisciplines
and cultivate ‘a bottom up, non-coercive working relationship’, because large-scale transdisci-
plinary projects might replicate or reproduce problems they try to resolve. Single-discipline
researchers in environmental humanities therefore have a chance, not just to combine their
own research with that of other disciplinary specialists but also to ensure that the field is not
monopolised or dominated by any one particular disciplinary group (Janz 1994). One can
already see how environmental humanities discourse solidifies and breaks apart at the
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international and local levels, with ecocriticism dominating the discourse in the USA and
United Kingdom, environmental history dominating it in Europe and anthropology and
philosophy dominating it in Australia (while it must be mentioned that feminist, gender,
transgender and queer studies have and continue to play an important role in each of these
locations) (Heise, Christensen and Niemann 2016; Oppermann and Iovino 2017; Emmett and
Nye 2017).6

In sum, ecocriticism and environmental humanities have different intellectual histories,
responding to different historical contexts. Ecocriticism has disciplinary roots, which makes
interdisciplinary research optional. Furthermore, it means that ecocritical research generally
displays a stronger conservatism towards (inter)disciplinarity and is more likely to engage in
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary than transdisciplinary research. It is plausible that the
establishment of ecocriticism was itself the result of an interdisciplinary effort. Yet, its cross-
disciplinary conservatism may mean that its ability to effect ecological change has been
undervalued or not radical enough for some. Environmental humanities, on the other hand,
does not come forth from within a single discipline. Its development has been influenced
heavily by distinctly politically oriented, activist scholars coming from various disciplines or
interdisciplines (such as ecocriticism) who also call for a broader synthesis of research across
the disciplinary spectrum. Thus, environmental humanities appears to be cultivating inter-
disciplinary research that is widely synoptic and, more often than not, explicitly exogenous.
Moreover, it resembles an interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary field as much as
a multidisciplinary consortium of researchers. Some researchers’ work in environmental
humanities might even be thought of as an exercise in transdisciplinarity, as an attempt to
synthesise the various environmentally oriented subdisciplines within the humanities and
social sciences into a unified vision. Thus, unlike in ecocriticism, interdisciplinarity is not
optional for environmental humanities. These explicit calls for interdisciplinary research
push one to regard environmental humanities in the singular.

An ecocritical excursion into environmental humanities interdisciplinarity

Thinking of the environmental humanities as no longer merely an umbrella term and
recognising its strong inter- and transdisciplinary agenda, howmight an ecocritic accomplish
more interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary work? The popular answer has been to train in
a discipline and then work with someone from another field, but I surmise that few research-
ers have had the opportunity of forming a cohesive partnership on the level of, say, Guattari
and Deleuze. To attempt inter- or transdisciplinary research as an individual, therefore, can be
isolating and complicated, with the biggest ‘losers’ often being post-graduates, who do not
receive adequate training (Fry 2003, 118–20). Thus, an individual doing ecocritical research
may be better situated to accomplish some rather than all aspects of the aims set for
environmental humanities. For example, by analysing discourse and narrative, ecocritics are
well positioned to develop alternative, even subversive narratives. Though I don’t identify as
an ecocritic, to illustrate what this might look like in practice, the remainder of this article
details my attempt to develop an alternative narrative in relation to water and plants through
an interdisciplinary synthesis of methods used in ecocriticism, creative writing and film. The
aim is not just to providemy idea of what interdisciplinary research from an ecocritical starting
point might look like; hopefully, what this example will also show is how this synthesis serves,
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at the very least, as an equally valid research-driven contribution to today’s increasing levels of
anxieties, fears and uncertainties about nature and the environment.

My interest in algae and algal blooms has led me to seek out the ways that these
phenomena are represented in various texts.7 In one of these texts, Theodore Sturgeon’s ‘It’,
the main action centres on a ‘swampman’ – an amorphous aggregate of ‘mud, debris, and
muck “n”mire’ in humanoid form – and its interactionswith a small farming family livingon the
edge of thewoods over the course of 2 days (Sturgeon 1940; Cooke and Khoury 2014, 10). The
story has become a landmark for both horror and comic books, helping spawn various other
swampish characters. Hence, the story’s strength and main contribution is not so much its
plot – so Iwill refrain from summarising it here –but in thedetailed character study of its villain:

It walked in the woods.

It was never born. It existed. Under the pine needles the fires burn, deep and smokeless in
the mold. In heat and in darkness and decay there is growth. There is life and there is
growth. It grew, but It was not alive. It walked unbreathing through the woods, and thought
and saw and was hideous and strong, and it was not born and it did not live. It grew and
moved about without living. (Sturgeon 1940, 97–98)

According to the narrator, It is not alive. Yet, Its abilities challenge common assumptions about
what constitutes something as living (Laist 2013, 14). Sandwiched between that of Swamp
Thing and The Blob, an It of ‘hateful substances’ grows in the woods – generated by heat,
darkness and decay, which bears some resemblance to stories of the spontaneous creation of
primordial life (Brennan 1958, 4; Gavaler and Goldberg 2017). Moreover, It moves, both
directionally as well as in its ‘unalive quivering’ (Sturgeon 1940, 115). Readers are further
challenged as It engages in existential reflections about what or who it is and whether it is
alive or dead (Maher 2017, 3–5).8 In one instance, It makes connections between sight, breath
and movement and reasons that ‘dead things did not walk about [. . .] Therefore the thing in
the wood concluded that it must be dead, and so it lay down [. . .] and believed itself dead’
(Sturgeon 1940, 100). Though It – as a non-living thing – counters notions of what constitutes
a living creature through its mobility and sentience, its thinking reflects commonly held
assumptions about what constitutes living organisms.9 In the words of the narrator, It
‘believes’ and ‘thinks’ itself dead. Yet by asserting that It is not alive and that it just thinks
itself dead, the narrator disturbs the boundaries of life and not life, inviting the reader to
question the narrator’s motives and/or credibility as well as question their own assumptions
about what constitutes a living organism. Like the ‘reanimated corpse’ or zombie, It moves
and kills (Cooke and Khoury 2014). Unlike a zombie, however, It grows and is not undead. It
thinks and remains open and curious to new expectations inhabiting the boundary between
the not living and the dead. Mistaking its ability to see and its movement as conditions for
being alive, It doesn’t seem to consider the narrator’s point that it is not alive and therefore
cannot be alive or die. It remains a rather absurd not living, not dead thing.

This ambiguity between life and death is further heightened with the demise of It as
the narrator reveals to the reader its relationship with water. It falls into a brook where it
decides to stay because it is curious to see what will happen and has no ‘urge to save
itself’. As the brook breaks it apart, It realises that it could ‘stop being’. Unconcerned, It
allows the brook to wash its body away:
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It was a happy brook. When it came to the pool by the sloven rock it found the monster
there, and plucked at it [. . .] and the waters below the thing eddied darkly with its diluted
matter. It was a thorough brook [. . .] Where it found filth, it removed filth [. . .] It was a good
brook. It did not mind the poison of the monster, but took it up and thinned it and spread it
in little rings round rocks downstream, and let it drift to the rootlets of water plants, that
they might grow greener and lovelier [. . .] So the monster melted and dirtied the water, and
the water was clean again. . ..

Once the foulness gets left behind, a skeleton emerges from It, blurring the boundaries
between life, death and not alive. As Chris Gavaler and Nathaniel Goldberg argue, ‘The
“mold with a mind” apparently needs the bones to arrange itself in a shape that enables
it to think, and so when the mold is stripped from the bones, It dies’ (Gavaler and
Goldberg 2017, 250). Nevertheless, readers cannot know if this is true or not. In addition,
its dissolution into the stream – though implying some kind of finitude or end – does
not suggest that It could not come back under the right conditions. In other words, It’s
‘death’ remains rather uncertain. With certainty, however, one can say that the brook
functions to close off the threat of the not alive by dissolving and melting it. Some of It
becomes available for algae, seaweed or other plants to feed on; but It disappears
completely, removed by the mystic powers of cleansing waters that are also self-
purifying. Though the brook cannot rectify what It has previously done, water becomes
the vehicle by which the ambiguity of the not alive figure can be overcome, re-
establishing order in the world (Sturgeon 1940, 116–17).

This analysis is important because it discloses ‘real’ problems in narratives about plants
and water. Published in the 1940s, ‘It’ has functioned as one of several progenitors of
ecologically based horror and sci-fi stories of themodern era, coincidingwith the suggested
time period in which the Earth has transitioned from the Holocene to the Anthropocene
epoch. The correlation of this story with the beginning of the Anthropocene implies that
such a story illustrates concepts, ideas and plot lines that came before and speak to this
transition. Within ‘It’, the themes and ideas about the environment present themselves as in
need of repair. Even if other narratives about algae and swamp creatures and water have
been written since Sturgeon’s short story, the themes andmeanings derived from it present
themselves to be reconsidered, if not rewritten.

I now want to attempt an interdisciplinary synthesis of my ecocritical analysis with
creative research in order to address a practical problem. Here, I will use ecocriticism as
a jumping-off point to perform environmental humanities research through a broad
synopsis of humanities and fine arts for instrumental purposes – that of creating a new
narrative. The result: a 360° video poem.10 This video depicts a 360° underwater field of
vision (see Figure 1). Starting with a predominantly clear view, algae and seaweed begin
to crowd the view as the film progresses, interspersed with a few edits as well as the
sudden appearance of human legs and arms (see Figure 2). The sound begins in silence
but slowly increases in volume with the sounds of the sea at first, then synths, and then
a poem read by multiple voices simultaneously. The voices speak:

without each other:

we are not alive
we inspire and expire

8 J. D. PETERSON



spewing and sucking breath
from our aqueous skins

buoyant
synchronised symbionts

here we are
we cannot exist

we move in the dirty
tides and survive

fill up the sea endlessly
in pursuit of energy

nourish everything
for our sake

where our memories mingle
and our feed remembers

The video poem constitutes, I would argue, a contribution to understanding and
reflecting on contemporary ecological uncertainties. As an experiment in ‘ecological
thought’, the film attempts to subvert modern depictions of nature, as represented in
Sturgeon’s ‘It’, by presenting a literal flow of encounters with new beings. Engulfing
the viewer in seaweed emotionally highlights the deepening, strengthening and
shortening of interdependent relationships between industrialised societies and sea
plants (Morton 2012). It belongs to a tradition of long takes in horror films (viewable
in films like Psycho, The Shining and Halloween, as well as contemporary horror such
as It Follows or Don’t Breathe), heightening the ambiguity of the viewer’s identity by
positioning them alongside seaweed as an alga. By articulating a collective being, the
video troubles identity, the bounds of horror and disgust and invites the reader to

Figure 1. An early still from Nourish. This image depicts the water’s vibrant colours and the ubiquity
of ongoing relations with fish, ducks, plants and other debris.
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question not just the character of the ‘swampman’ but also the reader’s own status
in terms of life, death, not living and existing.

Narrating a collective subject allows the video to dismantle the humanoid form as
well as to introduce multiple voices and psychologies, summoning up a posthumanist
protagonist in which the viewer can take part. The poem’s use of the first person plural
acts as the voice for the algae while surreptitiously inviting the reader to identify with it.
The poem extends the possibility that algae are only alive as a collective in the first two
stanzas, complicating this question by punning off the multiple definitions for the word
‘expire.’ Breath takes place through the skin instead of the lungs to make the ‘we’ more
monstrous; and the possibility of existence, an essential category of life and death
missing from Sturgeon’s short story, gets added. The soundtrack uses multiple voices
speaking simultaneously, further troubling the algal beings as a subject.

The video simulates the experience of unfiltered inundation. By filling up the frame and
waterbody, the host of characters presents an impure, watery solution. Vision obscured, the
video forefronts the detritus and mixed seawaters that often get filtered out of underwater
photographs as ‘backscatter’, revelling in ecosystem and habitat (Alaimo 2013). Water
embraces and allows aggregate forms ofmuck, slime and plantmasses to thrive and flourish
rather than reifying itself and sea plants as morally good. The presence of the disembodied
human interferes with scale, further complexifies the admixture and presents the face of
horror in the video poem. Many people who watched the film commented explicitly that
they did not like the human encounter, which told me it was an important feature to retain.
Instead of allowing water to purify and clean the unknown evils of world, this narrative
presents water as an impure, dirty, impossible-to-clean element in which the human is also
a part and from which it cannot be ‘plucked’ away.

Conclusion

In this article, I have attempted to point out some of the differences between the
intellectual legacies of ecocriticism and environmental humanities to illustrate how

Figure 2. A later still from the video poem. In this image, human legs enter into the background of
the frame before walking out of the shot.

10 J. D. PETERSON



they relate to (inter)disciplinarity differently. To explicate this relationship more clearly,
the article drew upon literature that clarifies distinctions between disciplinary, multi-
disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary. These differences primarily rest upon
the degree to which researchers preserve or integrate concepts, tools or methods from
singular disciplines. Further enquiry revealed that whatever prefix gets attached to the
word ‘disciplinary’ does not (and ought not to) entail a description of actors, applicability
or other factors, but that other terms such as ‘synoptic’ or ‘instrumental’ interdiscipli-
narity do. These latter two terms are important, because even though ecocriticism and
environmental humanities engage in both forms of interdisciplinarity, environmental
humanities research strives for a very broad synoptic strategy – for example, by combin-
ing natural sciences, social sciences and fine arts – and an instrumental interdisciplinary
focus while ecocriticism remains more conservative in its approach. Unlike ecocriticism,
environmental humanities in attending to interdisciplinarity also allows its development
to be characterised as transdisciplinary; that is, by playing, challenging or even disre-
garding disciplinary borders, it looks to achieve broad interdisciplinary action across all
levels of academic research.

In contextualising these relationships, this article has paved the way to discuss how
ecocritical research might better approximate – and thereby accomplish the aims of –
environmental humanities. I have pointed to one example from my own attempt at inter-
disciplinary research, moving beyond ecocritical analysis by challenging two central ideas
related to plants and water in an alternative narrative told through a video poem. Though
illustrative of one kind of individual-based interdisciplinary effort, this intervention hopefully
demonstrates that similar efforts in environmental humanities can make valuable contribu-
tions to current environmental concerns or crises. They can do so by building the interdisci-
plinary modes of expertise necessary for knowledge production, dissemination and social
application aswell as providing alternatemethods and formats for communicating research in
order to rewrite and reframe ways for people to relate to their perceived environments.

Ecocritical work, unchanged, will probably be considered a kind of (interdisciplinary)
environmental humanities research for some time yet. Nevertheless, if environmental
humanities continues to increase in popularity, one might wonder if its different approach
to interdisciplinarity and other potential factors might aid in closing off its porous con-
ceptual and methodological boundaries. At the moment, environmental humanities offers
enticing fruits for researchers to distinguish themselves from each other in regards to
funding, job placements and teaching, which could either lead to little disciplinary change
or the creation of an entirely new field in which ecocritics can no longer take part.11 Thus,
dialogue, vigilance and direct actions must be taken to ensure that the practice of environ-
mental humanities remains multiple, interdisciplinary, and open to all. Such openness can
lead to exciting contributions and experiments that facilitate and foment forms of research
beyond the standard rational narrative. In times when empirical knowledge produced in
every discipline can be undermined by saboteurs, naysayers, opponents and political and
cultural pundits, academic research maybe ought to take other forms beyond the rational
narrative. From an environmental humanities perspective, the Earth depends upon humans’
ability to feel as much as know how to live in ethical, relative harmony with others. These
reasons alonemerit considering ways of working with interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
forms of research beyond that of the analytic, logical empiricism that traditional disciplines
often serve.
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Notes

1. Implicit within this point is the problem of reaching consensus regarding how much cross-
over among disciplines and what kinds of crossover count – in other words, where and
when does interdisciplinarity disqualify the researcher as a legitimate expert?

2. Noel Castree, for example, explores a plural notion of environmental humanities by
acknowledging its disparate disciplinary origins only to acknowledge that it also feels
different to prior research. Moreover, simply reviewing the various initiatives in environ-
mental humanities will highlight the ways by which the single or plural use of the term
influences different interpretations on interdisciplinarity, for example, as either a consortium
of networked scholars or as a separate ‘interdisciplinary’ field. To list just two examples, see,
The Australian Environmental Humanities Hub or the Swiss Environmental Humanities
Center. Both describe environmental humanities as unique because of its interdisciplinarity,
albeit achieved through external or internal means.

3. In this scenario, the ecocritic continues to utilise traditional literary methods and nothing
else. By virtue of working on a similar topic as a historian or chemist, for example, the work
becomes multidisciplinary.

4. Ecocritical research, as mentioned already, can also be political. American ecocriticism, for
example, tends to be more political than European ecocriticism.

5. I would like to point out that the use of ‘transcend’ is an important way for understanding
the way transdisciplinarity gets framed in this formulation. Fruitful, I think, would be to
recognise the trans in transdisciplinary; that is, as interdisciplines get synthesised, they
transform and get transgressed in the process.

6. See Kate Rigby’s article on Australian environmental humanities in this special issue. My
assertion about Australian environmental humanities discourse is based on the importance
of Val Plumwood’s work, along with that of her colleagues and students, including Thom
Van Dooren who has been editor-in-chief for the Environmental Humanities journal pub-
lished by Duke University Press.

7. Though algae and algal blooms figure in narratives as part of dystopian or alien
settings, integral elements of plot or sometimes even as a kind of active force or
character, I would argue that they form part of a broader category of literature that
deals with impure, heterogeneous forms or substances – a category which can be split
based upon the differences in what constitutes such heterogeneity. For example, algal
blooms in literature (rather than algae) form part of a collection of texts that include
conglomerated beings or substances made from plants or come from plant-like origins
(Laist 2013).

8. Maher points to Aristotle’s conception of nutrition as mind to argue that plants have minds
because they are alive.

9. Confusingly, It doesn’t seem to have problems with not breathing. The narrator’s silence on
this issue could mean that for the narrator breath functions as one differentiating criterion
between living and not-living. That said, there is no evidence in the text to make the reader
think one way or the other.

10. In October 2018, I presented the video at the ‘First Baltic Conference on the Environmental
Humanities and the Social Sciences’ and then displayed it for the Umveltzschmerz exhibit at
the Deutsches Museum in Munich, Germany.

11. In academia, researchers could pursue searching out or developing ways to stimulate
funding for their research interests as much as they spend time applying for it. One
approach might be to work with local communities regarding concerns that impact them
directly.
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