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BREATHING-WITH OTHER-THAN-HUMANS

STEVE 4. TU

This paper outlines part of a re-
search-creation project focused on
human/tree communication on a
specific campus green space of a
Canadian university. As part of a
multispecies ethnographic study of
the university, I explore the recip-
rocal relationship between humans
and trees via multispecies
duoethnography, a method I am pi-
oneering that draws on time,
breathing-with, imagination, and
artistic expression. I surface some
nuances of interspecies commu-
nion, specifically emphasizing the
role of breath in moving from acts
of attentiveness to frequencies of at-
tunement with arboreal beings.

Cet article présente un extrait d’un projet
de recherche-création axé sur la communi-
cation entre les humains et les arbres dans
un espace vert spécifique d’une universi-
té canadienne. Dans le cadre d’une étude
ethnographique multiespèce de l’universi-
té, j’explore la relation réciproque entre les
humains et les arbres à travers la duoeth-
nographie multiespèce, une méthode que
je développe, qui s’appuie sur le temps,
la respiration commune, l’imagination, et
l’expression artistique. Je mets en lumière
certaines subtilités de la communion inter-
spécifique, en insistant particulièrement
sur le rôle de la respiration dans le passage
des actes d’attention aux fréquences d’har-
monisation avec les êtres arboricoles.

INTRODUCTION

After introducing myself on the first day of a small doctoral
seminar on Indigenous place and research,! a classmate
asked: Why trees? What had led me to focus my research on



trees rather than students or faculty? I like trees more than humans,
I said, which elicited some laughter. I smiled, too. But while my an-
swer had been made in jest, the truth is, no tree has ever called me
a racial slur, spat on me, or told me to go back to China (a country
I’ve only ever visited twice). Trees are neither Karens nor colonizers.
They don’t pollute rivers. They don’t bring guns to schools or com-
mit war crimes. They don’t cause any of the wicked problems plagu-
ing our shared planet. Humans do that all on our own.

Yet many of us seem to have it out for trees (see: Deforestation). We
go so far as to plant them for the express purpose of chopping them
down at a later date and turning them into furniture. (IKEA is a four-
letter curse word in arborilanguage, didn’t you know?) The man at
the centre of the world’s largest religion and one of the central colo-
nizing industries in human history is purported to have cursed a fig
tree because it didn’t bear fruit. The kicker: it wasn’t even the sea-
son for fruit-bearing. The general human disregard of, if not outright
antipathy toward, trees exists despite the fact they sequester carbon;
produce oxygen; reduce the severity of heat islands; have incalcula-
ble medicinal uses via their bark, leaves, sap; convey significant other
mental health benefits simply by existing; provide food for animals,
including human ones; function as habitat for squirrels and birds and
insects; etcetera. Why trees?

(POST)HUMANISM AND THE UNIVERSITY

In her seminal essay, “The White Album,” Joan Didion says, “We
tell ourselves stories in order to live” (!!). The philosophical tra-
dition of humanism is one such story. While there are variations

on the theme, and though these interpretations have shifted and con-
tinue to shift over time, Saba Mahmood’s intentionally gendered
telling of the story captures well the essence of them all: “Man is the
author of his own actions and representations (not fate, God, or some
other force or entity); that through the exercise of his will and rea-
son, he establishes his own norms and laws. Furthermore, not only is
man the author but he is also the ultimate end of his actions” (Mah-
mood and Rutherford !; emphasis original).
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A few sentences after her opening line, Didion continues: “We inter-
pret what we see, select the most workable of the multiple choices.
We live entirely […] by the imposition of a narrative line upon dis-
parate images […] Or at least we do for a while” (!!). We tell our-
selves a particular story, according to Didion, in order to make sense
of life and go on living, until (for whatever reason) that story no
longer works; until its explanatory power for all that we’ve experi-
enced no longer proves believable or satisfactory, at which point, we
need new stories to live (by).

The story of humanism and its corresponding premise of human ex-
ceptionalism—the belief that humans are in some way superior to,
and fundamentally unique from other-than-human beings—is, I sub-
mit, a story that’s past its best-by date. I have yet to come across a
more eviscerating encapsulation of humanism’s failure as metanar-
rative than these words from Dorion Sagan:

“We learn in grade school that plants produce oxygen that we
breathe, and breathe carbon dioxide that we exhale, suggest-
ing an essential equivalence, and a nice ecological match be-
tween plants and animals. But plants not only photosynthe-
size, producing oxygen, they also use oxygen just like we do.
They do it at night when sunlight is not available as a source
of energy. They can do this because they also incorporate
those former respiring bacteria, the mitochondria into their
cells. Maybe aliens have detected life on Earth but, consider-
ing us parasites, have decided to communicate directly—and
chemically—with plants, our metabolic superiors.” (Quoted in
Natasha Myers 57)

Maybe. After all, in some articulations of the humanist story, “human
beings […] do not have to care about other animals” (Setiya 452) or
even other biotic life unless it has direct bearing on humanity (Hird;
Stewart-Williams).

Yet despite an increasing recognition concerning the fallacy and
hubris of assumptions regarding human exceptionalism, the uni-
versity remains a deeply humanist project (Giannakakis). This isn’t
to say that human-centric perspectives in higher education (HE)
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have been altogether negative. From the scientific, technological,
and medical innovations discovered in the university that have con-
tributed to improving human beings’ standards of living, to the
emergence of student development theories that have helped better
explain the formation of young people in their postsecondary years,
research centring the human has had undeniable positive effects (for
humans). To say otherwise would be misleading. And surely, recog-
nizing (and granting) human rights to all human beings and not just
a subset of them is an irrefutable good. To the extent that the univer-
sity has been a cornerstone of social justice movements, it has yield-
ed plenty of positives (Harkavy).

But in centring human perspectives, we have ignored and rendered
silent the voices of other-than-human beings to the detriment and
loss of all life on Planet Earth. The instrumental position adopted by
those who take human exceptionalism for granted, that views other-
than-humans as fitting for human use or consumption and reduces
environmental sustainability to the impact on human well-being, has
led to untold devastation, not just with respect to the negative im-
pacts on human flourishing, but especially the eradication of untold
numbers of other-than-human lives. In the words of Franco “Bifo”
Berardi:

“We might conclude that, if the human experiment was aimed
at expanding the sphere of rationality and reducing chaos, the
human experiment is over. The very tools that enabled the ex-
pansion of rationality and human control (science, technology,
industry, and information) have subsumed life to abstraction.
And living warmth can only be found outside the icy wall of the
citadel of reason.” (123)

It’s observations like these that prompt Cary Wolfe to say we are in
“a new reality” requiring a posthuman “vigilance, responsibility, and
humility” (47). Thankfully, there are more than some indicators that
things are changing, albeit very slowly, in the field of HE (Quinn).
The turn toward other-than-human species, the awareness and con-
sideration of their ontologies, has already been felt in many uni-
versity departments, impacting feminist studies (Haraway), English
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(Ryan), philosophy (Marder), cultural studies (Badmington), geog-
raphy (Lawrence), anthropology (Tsing), and numerous other disci-
plines. In other words, and to paraphrase a line attributed to specu-
lative fiction writer William Gibson, the other-than-human future is
already here, it’s just not evenly distributed within the HE sector.

We are, perhaps, in the late stages of the humanist university, and
brick by brick, “the icy wall” of Berardi’s “citadel of reason” may be
in the process of being dismantled. For those who would like to ex-
pedite matters, there are some things that can be done. Here’s one: if
stories are what we live by, we can be intentional about telling our-
selves new ones. And if humanist tales populated with human heroes
and their exploits have come to be recognized as rubbish-adjacent,
we can tell ourselves other-than-human ones. As Luce Irigaray ar-
gues, “If we continue to speak the same language to each other, we
will reproduce the same story. Same arguments, same quarrels, same
scenes. Same attractions and separations. Same difficulties, the im-
possibility of reaching each other. Same …same… Always the same”
(“When Our Lips” &9). It’s time for the university to tell itself and
the world a different story, an other-than-human tale. Life on earth is
more than human and it has always been, since long before our evo-
lution.

TELLING, HEARING, AND SHARING OTHER-THAN-HUMAN
STORIES IN THE UNIVERSITY

In the university, many stories, from many perspectives, hailing
from many cultures, come together. In this way, the university is
something of an anthology, with chapters in a number of lan-

guages. We don’t just tell ourselves stories in the university, we tell
each other stories. We share them with roommates, classmates, stu-
dents, professors, colleagues, and peers. We tell them in order to live.
We tell our stories to each other because we want to be heard, to be
known, to not feel so alone, as a way of making meaning and dealing
with the absurdity of existence (Camus) together.

We don’t simply tell, however; we also hear each other’s stories. We
recognize that we have no exclusive claim to objective truth. Our sto-
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ries are not superior to anyone else’s. They aren’t exceptional in any
way. They’re just ours; the ones we live by.

Stories don’t end at hearing. Once we’ve faithfully heard each other’s
stories, we share them, if they have taken a hold of us in some way.
As a site where so many stories intersect—human and other-than-
human—the university has a response-ability to make time and cre-
ate space for encounter and exchange: we tell ourselves stories in or-
der to live; we tell each other stories in order to live; we hear each
other’s stories in order to live; we share each other’s stories in order
to live. In order for all of us to live.

The other-than-human turn in HE is, at its heart, about hearing the
stories of other-than-humans and sharing the same. The universi-
ty can facilitate this communion. In earlier iterations of this project
(conceptualized in my personal journal), I framed this project as de-
centring the human, but I’m not sure this is possible. Anthropocen-
trism is, or at least appears to be, inevitable (Katz). Nor do I believe
the university’s goal should be to bring other-than-human beings
closer to the centre, though I leave that possibility open. Instead, I
wonder if the primary aim of this institutional work should be to
shift the human presence to the margins where subaltern others, hu-
mans and other-than-humans, are subjugated. We might never de-
centre ourselves, but we can at least work at being less solipsistic.

The goal for those in the university, then, might be to broaden our
ethical scope; to produce more thoughtful humans, attuned to the
world, caring for it. This may or may not be a modest aim, but I
think it can be foundational, and doesn’t need to preclude other per-
sonal, educational, societal, or institutional goals. “Care,” says María
Puig de la Bellacasa, “can open new ways of thinking” (2(). New
ways of thinking mean new stories. She adds that “ways of study-
ing and representing things have world-making effects. Construc-
tivist approaches to science and nature, no matter how descriptive,
are actively involved in redoing worlds” ()0). Yes, humans have ter-
raformed the planet, killing countless other-than-human lives, ren-
dering untold number of species extinct (Dirzo et al.). The university

BREATHING-WITH-OTHER-THAN-HUMANS

JOURNAL OF CROSS-CULTURAL IMAGE STUDIESREVUE D’ÉTUDES INTERCULTURELLES DE L’IMAGE
15-3, 2024 · 214



can participate in helping to form a new, more habitable, hospitable
world.

That said, the Western university is materially implicated with our
planetary situation (McGeown and Barry) and in colonial practices
that contradict other-than-human approaches to research and learn-
ing. Universities, as institutions, operate from an onto-epistemology
that prioritizes the accumulation of knowledge as a means of con-
trolling and mastering the world (Connell). The very construction of
university campuses is often predicated on the destruction and ex-
ploitation of ecosystems, including the clearing of trees, diversion
of waterways, and extraction of local resources. This physical trans-
formation parallels the erasure of other-than-humans from academic
discourse, relegating them to passive resources, rather than vital par-
ticipants in in knowledge-making processes (Coulthard; Todd). Such
environmental impacts underscore the paradox of the colonial uni-
versity that seeks to define and control knowledge while marginal-
izing the ecosystems and lifeforms that sustain it. This conflict of
interest is particularly salient as universities increasingly embrace
frameworks like multispecies studies and decolonial methodologies,
even as their infrastructural expansion continues to negate these val-
ues in practice (Whyte). Acknowledging these material contradic-
tions calls for an institutional self-awareness that transcends perfor-
mative gestures (Hawkins and Kern), fostering genuine engagements
with other-than-human communities and a reimagining of the uni-
versity’s role in relation to the land and its ecosystems.

TOWARD A MULTISPECIES ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE UNIVERSITY

In his 20!7 American Ethnologist Society presidential address,
Hugh Gusterson called for more critical anthropological studies
of the university. Whether or not the then-extant literature was

as scant as he perceived and suggested is a matter of debate (Thorkel-
son), though ongoing interventions (that Gusterson mentions posi-
tively) like the University of Illinois’s Ethnography of the University
Initiative (Hunter and Abelmann) and the University of Toronto’s
Ethnography of the University project, along with since-published
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research (Carrigan and Bardini; Clark; Thomas) are at least evidence
that there is work happening in this space.

When it comes to the standpoint of other-than-human beings, how-
ever, there is a persistent gap. While the multispecies perspective has
been explored in other subject areas and disciplines, there is a dearth,
if not complete absence, of multispecies ethnographies of the uni-
versity. This is a shame. Multispecies ethnography “bring[s] art in-
terventions together with empirically rich ethnography to produce
unexpected ruptures in dominant thinking about nature and culture”
(Kirksey et al. 4); precisely the sort of generative activity that can
surface other-than-human stories. If universities exist for the public
and common good (Marginson), surely, other-than-humans, who co-
constitute both the “public” and the “common,” should be included
rather than excluded.

Richard Powers believes “only a profound shift in consciousness and
institutions regarding the significance and standing of nonhumans
will keep us viable” (quoted in Cooke 2!7; emphasis added). How
to help generate this shift in consciousness should, in my opinion,
be among the primary goals of the university, present and future. K.
Wayne Yang’s avatar la paperson believes this shift is always already
happening. Since the university “is an assemblage of machines and
not a monolithic institution,” s-he says, “its machinery is always be-
ing subverted toward decolonizing purposes” (xiii). If decolonisation
is defined as la paperson understands it—namely, “the rematriation of
land, the regeneration of relations, and the forwarding of Indigenous
and Black and queer futures” (xv)—the consideration of other-than-
human lives is absolutely a decolonising project as it endeavours to
restore relations with other-than-human kin (TallBear). Such repara-
tion is necessary for human survival, but to be clear, there are other
reasons universities and research about universities should consider
other-than-human lives, beyond the benefit to humanity.

First, and most simply, many of these lives are lived on university
campuses. Studies of HE institutions, therefore, warrant their inclu-
sion in research. These beings not only share space and land with
students, faculty, and staff, they live there. Other-than-human ani-
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mals inhabit trees, for instance, not just occupying land owned by
universities, but trees—living beings, themselves, who (rather than
that) are (often) the property of the universities. Some of these trees
are older than the campuses, themselves.

Linda Sama, Stephanie Welcomer, and Virginia Gerde (2004) ask who
will speak for these other-than-human lives? An important question,
pointing us toward what’s at stake: the very existence of other beings
on university land. We can append another question to theirs: Who
will speak, not just for, these other-than- humans, but with them?
They have agency (ojalehto et al.). They’re intelligent (Trewavas).
They “sense and make sense of their worlds” (Myers )&). They should
be permitted to articulate for themselves (Abbott; Gagliano; Karban).

Just as academics in the field of HE conduct research with students
and faculty, and not just about them, I urge scholars to conduct
research with other-than-human beings whose lives are imbricated
with the university. Research shouldn’t benefit only the ones doing
the research, but also the participants and the communities being
studied (DeMeulenaere and Cann; McIntyre).

Second, many non-Western traditions have long recognized the
agency of plants, trees, and other-than-human animals. If the uni-
versity is serious about academic decolonisation and indigenisation
(Dei; Knopf), one way to demonstrate this commitment is to take
seriously non-Western and Indigenous knowledges about the more-
than-human world. And not just the knowledges of other human tra-
ditions, but of the non-human as well. As Eve Tuck and K. Wayne
Yang remind us, decolonisation is not a metaphor.

Trees, to name but one being who live on the university campus,
have knowledges and ways of knowing that humans do not. The
Muscogee (Creek) poet Joy Harjo says, for instance, that plants and
trees should be talked to and listened to, as they “all have their tribes,
their families, their histories” (quoted in Cooke 225). Humans stand
to learn from these histories. Robin Wall Kimmerer notes, “A fun-
damental tenet of traditional plant knowledge is that the plants are
understood, not as mere objects or lower life forms as the western
‘pyramid of being’ might suggest, but as nonhuman persons, with
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their own knowledges, intentions, and spirit” (2(). She wants to treat
plants as the teachers they are; a fitting call for the university to
heed.

Not only do other (non-Western) traditions recognize the agency
of plants, trees, and other-than-human animals, many also attribute
personhood to them and view them as kin (Hall). Deborah Bird Rose
and her collaborators quote two Mak Mak Marranunggu women ex-
plaining the relationship they have to a particular plant: “‘This tree
here,’ they say, ‘we call “uncle” this tree. We’re not just related to
[…] animals. We’ve got relationships to trees too. That’s Mum’s un-
cle, stringybark’” (!!0). The notion of kinship between humans and
other species is also found in the indigenous Chinese philosophy of
Daoism (Miller), which I will return to later. For now, consider chap-
ter 42 of the Dao De Jing, which begins: “Tao [Dao] gives life to the
one / The one gives life to the two / The two give life to the three /
The tree give life to ten thousand things. / All beings support yin and
embrace yang / and the interplay of these two forces / fills the uni-
verse” (Tzu 55). From this teaching emerges the Daoist view that all
of life “is equal before Dao, because they come from the same source”
(Fan 92). In other words, there is no hierarchy with humans at the
top of an ontological ladder.

Plants and trees express care for the planet, as Bill Neidjie, a Gaagud-
ju elder in what’s now called Australia, writes: “I love it tree because
e love me too. / E watching me same as you / tree e working with
your body, my body, e working with us” (4); they are worth the atten-
tion of the academy. Here, however, I acknowledge the tension noted
by Anna Lawrence “between taking the implications of Indigenous
knowledges seriously, whilst not simply mining them for our own
theoretical purposes” (&).

Third, consider that, with apologies to Latour, we have never been
(only) human; we have always been already more, and other-than.
Our “species” (such as it were) is dependent on all manner of other-
than-humans (Kirksey et al.), and multispecies ethnographers remind
us that it’s a mistake to think that when humans make choices, it’s
only the human making the choice, as if it’s only the human who
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is exercising agency. As Joseph Dumit says, “Never think you know
all of the species involved in a decision […] Never think you speak
for all of yourself” (xii). Other-than-humans on the university cam-
pus are agentic subjects who play an underappreciated but signifi-
cant role in shaping student, faculty, and staff perception of the cam-
pus and, by consequence, the world.

One implication of this fact is that studies of human beings—such
as those done in HE and other fields—are already studies of the oth-
er-than-human since “human nature is an interspecies relationship”
(Tsing !44). In this sense, turning toward other-than-human lives is
a matter of dealing more honestly and accurately with our research
subjects.

Fourth, the potential contributions of a multispecies approach to the
study of HE is vast. It will surely open up new research trajectories
as scholars address the topics that interest them. If academic time is
accelerating (Vostal), for instance, “vegetal temporalities pose a sig-
nificant challenge to the strictures of the industrial capitalist time-
space regime, inviting us to question who (or what) we would like
to keep time with” (Lawrence )). The promise of “tree time” (Roy 4)
looms. Sumana Roy elaborates:

“It [is] impossible to rush plants, to tell a tree to ‘hurry up’. I was
tired of speed. I wanted to live to tree time. This I felt most ex-
cruciatingly during examination hall invigilation, while keeping
guard over the exhausted faces of my students, their having
to condense a year into a few hours, the learning acquired at
different times of the day and in different places cramped into
a few hours of writing time. That was how one passed exam-
inations, got degrees and jobs, measured success. A tree did
not stay up all night to become a successful examinee the next
morning.” (3-4).

How to deal with accelerating timescapes as a tree might, is, I think,
largely a matter of wisdom, which plants, trees, and other-than-hu-
man animals have to offer (Kimmerer). Perhaps attunement to plant
life will help humans to pay closer attention; regardless, there can
be little disagreement that wisdom is needed for tackling the multi-
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crisis facing the planet (Litfin). The university has for too long been
focused on knowledge production without concern for wisdom (Bar-
nett and Maxwell). It might just be that a turn toward other-than-hu-
man lives can begin to address the gap.

I must stress again, however, that I am less interested in turning to
other species on the university for how they might benefit humans,
and more concerned with hearing their own stories on their own
terms. Lawrence claims “it is the questions asked […] which are most
valuable. Importantly, the question of who is this research for? In
considering plants more seriously as ‘participants’, we are pushed to
consider what research ‘aims’ looks like from the plant’s perspective”
(!)-!4). She continues: “Plants are already central to our everyday
lives and socio-economies, waiting for us to recognise them as kin
and collaborators in our co-production of ecologically sustainable fu-
tures” (!5). What, then, is the university waiting for?

TREES ON THE UNIVERSITY CAMPUS

While many avenues could be explored, my own research
has focused to-date on individual trees. John Hartigan re-
minds us that trees “are fully theorized, in botanical

terms, though not yet ethnographically, that is, as flattened subjects”
(2&(); what’s more, “botanists describe a species, not a particular
plant” (2&9). It is precisely the particular that interests me. The rela-
tively few existing studies of trees on the university campus tend to
have an instrumental focus—quantitative studies of the age and
health of campus trees; their energy savings (building heating/cool-
ing); carbon sequestration benefits; aesthetic advantages; impact on
rainwater runoff interception; contribution to ecosystem biodiversi-
ty; and so on. What’s missing and needed is to re-imagine the uni-
versity otherwise: to theorize the university from the perspective of
other-than-humans. One way of doing this, of attending to other
voices, is via a form of duoethnography.

Duoethnography is a collaborative research methodology in which
two or more researchers of difference come together, juxtaposing
their life histories, to offer a unique lens through which to examine

BREATHING-WITH-OTHER-THAN-HUMANS

JOURNAL OF CROSS-CULTURAL IMAGE STUDIESREVUE D’ÉTUDES INTERCULTURELLES DE L’IMAGE
15-3, 2024 · 220



a particular issue via their multiple understandings and perspectives
(Norris and Sawyer). Through the exchange of narratives and experi-
ences, as well as reflexivity whereby researchers reflect on their own
positionality and biases, meanings are both uncovered and trans-
formed. Duoethnographic texts, being dialogic in nature, invite read-
ers to engage actively as meaning-makers, contributing to a dynamic
dialogue that extends beyond the researchers themselves.

Multispecies duoethnography extends these principles beyond the
human/human dyad to “hear” the voice of other-than-human beings.
It explores interspecies relationships, communication, and co-exis-
tence, acknowledging the agency and perspectives of other-than-hu-
man participants, recognizing their contributions to shaping shared
environments and narratives, and promoting ethical considerations
in human interactions with the broader ecological community.

With respect to human/tree duoethnography, in particular, the root
problem is how a human can access the perspective of a different
species. Expressed as a question: If such communication is even pos-
sible, how does one interview a tree? Each researcher has their own
“rough semblance of a method” (Hartigan 25)). While I value these
diverse approaches, it was necessary for me to generate my own pro-
tocol. Communication with any individual, whether human or oth-
er-than-human cannot be reduced to method, nor is any approach a
guarantee of fidelity in interpretation. Just as no two humans are ex-
actly the same, neither are any two trees. In fact, no two relationships
are alike either, whether human/human or human/tree. The way I
relate to the Norwegian Maple across the street from my home will
not be identical to the way someone else does. My knowledge of, and
relationship with, this tree will not be, cannot be, the same as anoth-
er’s.

In that vein, I have no multispecies duoethnographic methodological
procedure to offer. What I will try to do is briefly describe my
practice, which involves four components, broadly construed: time,
breathing-with, imagination, and artistic expression. I resist calling
these steps because they aren’t exactly sequential, though there must
be some starting point.
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Here, then, is how I have come to know and be in relationship
with one of the four Ginkgoes presently living on what’s known
as Philosopher’s Walk (PW), a )50-metre tree-lined cement path on
the University of Toronto’s St. George (downtown) campus, that runs
from Bloor Street in the north to Hoskin Avenue in the south, sur-
rounded by Trinity College, the Royal Conservatory of Music, the
Royal Ontario Museum, the Faculty of Music, and the Faculty of Law.

TIME

It was mid-spring, and some deciduous trees were still growing
out their foliage. Wanting to learn as much about trees as I could,
I’d spent the last month reading books and articles by dendrolo-

gists and botanists, eco-philosophers and humanities scholars from a
variety of intellectual and cultural traditions. I never stopped read-
ing, but there came a point when I decided it was time to exit the
physical study and step foot in the field.

I started going to PW nearly every day—as many days, afternoons,
and evenings as possible, whatever the weather, rain or shine, stay-
ing as long as I could each time. Karyn Recollet and Jon Johnson ar-
gue that “land-based storytelling practices require us to know how
to visit a space/place. There is a need to know where we are so that
we know how to visit” (!(!). The first week, I made several daily
transect walks of PW, familiarizing myself with a space I had tra-
versed many times before, but never with any intentionality. Those
prior treks were about getting from point A to point B. Now I was
walking slowly, thoughtfully, deliberatively, paying attention to my
surroundings. I walked the paved path, but didn’t restrict myself to
cemented-over areas, opting instead to walk wherever I pleased, in
the spirit of Tim Ingold’s wayfarer, “negotiat[ing] or improvis[ing] a
passage as [I went] along” (S!2&).

Taddle Creek, a sacred body of water for Indigenous people of the
area, once flowed where PW now lies. The creek was later buried
underground where it continues to flow. It was important to me to
learn about its history. More significantly, I found it critical to be
mindful of its enduring presence while I walked up and down PW.
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Recollet and Johnson acknowledge that pedestrian movements can
be a recuperative gesture, as old miikaans (footpaths) created by In-
digenous people throughout Toronto represent particular forms of
knowledge of, and relationship with, land, water, and place. Each of
these paths, following bluffs, river valleys, shorelines, and savannas,
represents Indigenous Knowledge of Toronto, as Indigenous foot-
prints (as glyphs) have inscribed their knowledge of territory in-
to the land over millennia. (!(4). Taddle Creek’s presence contin-
ues to haunt the Walk. Inaudible to human ears, invisible to hu-
man eyes, its subterraneous existence nevertheless helps sustain life
above ground.

Another week in, I wanted to focus my energy on meeting a partic-
ular tree. I settled on a Ginkgo near a footbridge running from the
path to an entrance to the faculty of music building. Why this tree
and not another? I don’t know. I’ve always had a fondness for Gink-
goes, perhaps that’s why; a photo I took of a Ginkgo in North Korea
serves as my laptop’s wallpaper. I’d also read Peter Crane’s wonder-
ful monograph about the tree. It’s a living fossil, and while Ginkgoes
likely covered most of the planet at one point in history, it’s now con-
sidered (by humans) “invasive” or “non-native” to North America. A
diaspora tree, in other words.

It took me a few days to work up the courage to approach this Gink-
go. Marisol de la Cadena says to start with “[i]dentify[ing] the pres-
ences you want to think-feel with,” but what if the tree didn’t want to
think-feel with me? How would I know? In some of the work I read
by Indigenous scholars (Craft; Hernández et al.; Kovach; Luby et al.;
Styres; Watts; Wilson), I learned that a person shouldn’t approach an
other-than-human being without that being’s permission, which, at
some level, made sense to me. But how could I know whether the
Ginkgo permitted my intrusion or not?

Still uncertain how to proceed, or even if I could, I did—cautiously,
trying to suspend any disbelief and keeping my mind open to im/
possible encounters that I used to intuit were natural once upon a
time when I was a child and conversed with squirrels and trees. (This
was before grown-ups told me to stop with the make-believe.)
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Figure 1: Ginkgo near Sŏnbong-guyŏk, North Korea.

I sat on the stone steps overlooking the Ginkgo, notebook and pencil
in hand, by turns observing, sketching. Even this felt uncomfortably
voyeuristic. Replace the tree with a human . . . there are ethics boards
for that type of research; not for what I was doing. I set that concern
aside for the time being.

From my readings, I learned how to estimate a tree’s height using
a triangulation method. With the aid of a tape measure and a pro-
tractor I’d borrowed from my daughter, I made multiple calculations
from different vantage points to determine how tall the Ginkgo was.
Eventually, I approached the tree. Still apprehensive, I put my hand
on the trunk. I found the diameter at breast height and used this
number to estimate the Ginkgo’s age. Thirty feet tall, thirty years
old, give or take. These figures, along with insights gleaned from my
botanical readings, gave me some basic information about the tree,
akin to knowing a human’s height and age, how the circulatory sys-
tem works. Hardly the same as knowing someone personally, which
is what I wanted: to know this tree as an individual. To develop “a

BREATHING-WITH-OTHER-THAN-HUMANS

JOURNAL OF CROSS-CULTURAL IMAGE STUDIESREVUE D’ÉTUDES INTERCULTURELLES DE L’IMAGE
15-3, 2024 · 224



Figure 2: Ginkgo on Philosopher’s Walk, Toronto.

feeling for the organism” (Keller). For that, time together was requi-
site, just as it is in human/human relationships. So, I spent more time
with the Ginkgo, bringing as many of my senses to bear as I could in
our intra-actions (Barad).
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Figure 3: Acrylic on paper.
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Figure 4: Wax, water colour, and Ginkgo leaf on paper.

On each of my almost-daily visits to the Ginkgo, I spent time sitting
beneath the tree, with no idea what I was doing, beyond an experi-
ment in deep listening (Bath et al.). Other knowledge systems offer
holistic, body-/being-centred ways of knowing premised on flat on-
tologies, but as these were foreign to my own worldview, they re-
mained inaccessible to me. Understanding these approaches at a cog-
nitive level was one thing; it was quite another to put them into prac-
tice. Simply put, I couldn’t utilize them without embodying their at-
tendant alternative worldviews. As Deborah McGregor says, “Indige-
nous Knowledge cannot be separated from the people who hold and
practice it” ()90). In other words, treating these ways of knowing in
an extractive fashion wouldn’t be an option even if I was willing to
do so. Nor was I ready to convert to one of those other ways of living.
But in discussing my research project with my family, I rediscovered
a possible resource in my own Daoist ancestry.
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BREATHING-WITH

Foundational to Daoism is the notion of qi, a word with no cor-
responding English equivalent that is sometimes translated as
“vital energy.” Qi, one of “the most basic categories for the un-

derstanding of reality” (Rošker !27) going back at least 2,500 years, is
imbricated with air and breath. Jing Wang notes that “qi was consid-
ered both the vital source breath for life and the driving force in the
cosmic world” and would evolve “from a vague idea…[to] a cosmo-
logical, aesthetic, social, medical, moral concept, and eventually a
philosophical system” (4). “Qi-philosophy,” she says, “suggests an or-
ganic, holistic, and enchanted worldview that the cosmos and the
myriad things (including humans) are a correlated organism that are
constantly resonating, condensing, disintegrating, and forming unity
with one another. It is an enchanted worldview that holds a rever-
ence for transformations, mutations, and resonance” (5). There is no
breath without qi.

To be sure, breathing is pivotal to what might be termed a Daoist
ethico-onto-epistemology. Zhuangzi, one of the key figures in his-
torical Daoism, and the attributed author of the eponymous text so
foundational to Daoists, has been called by Elias Canetti “the most
intimate of all the philosophers” and “the philosopher for breathing”
(quoted in ,kof and Berndtson xiii). For Zhuangzi, breathing with the
heels—that is, with one’s whole being—is what separates the true or
authentic person (zhenren) from the masses, who breathe only with
the throat. Nowhere, however, does Zhuangzi explain how to breathe
this way; there is only the promissory claim that once this breathing
is achieved, attunement with the world—which is something greater
than mere awareness of and attentiveness to it—is possible. Here,
we can invoke the Daoist concept of ziran, often translated as nat-
uralness, spontaneity, or in the words of Brian Bruya, “effortless at-
tention” (77). Ziran is to be so free from distraction that one is at
syntony with the world (Aitken), or to borrow from a famous story
in the Zhuangzi, it is like swimming without thinking about the mo-
tions. As Bruya says, “When you achieve a high level of a particular
skill, you are achieving a natural level of ability, which is the highest
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level of an ability” (!4). This is ziran, the kind of ability I was seeking
with respect to knowledge of the Ginkgo.

It’s worth noting that breathing-with isn’t only significant in Daoist
traditions, but in Western ones, as well. So Irigaray reminds us that
“breathing is the most crucial key component of our relation to our-
selves, to the other(s) and to the world” (207), adding, “I cannot
breathe if the vegetal world does not purify the air. We can observe
today how the functioning, and even the subsistence, of the world
is dependent on the quality of the air—without a breathable air, the
living beings can no longer survive and they are necessary for the
existence and even the governance of the world” (209). Breath, for
Irigaray, is soul (Between East and West), an idea to which I find my-
self increasingly drawn. Never mind reverting to the soul in academ-
ic discourse; breath more than suffices and cultivating “[a] culture of
breath” (Irigaray “Crucial Gesture” 2!2) becomes a possible purpose
of the posthuman university.

As Achille Mbembe says, “We must start afresh. To survive, we must
return to all living things—including the biosphere—the space and
energy they need.” (S&0). We begin to do this, he suggests, by attend-
ing to the breath we share. “All […] wars on life begin by taking [it]
away” (S&!), and this is true whether the war is human v. human or
human v. other-than-human life. There is an illogical logic at play.
In Mbembe’s words, “Humankind and biosphere are one. Alone, hu-
manity has no future. Are we capable of rediscovering that each of
us belongs to the same species, that we have an indivisible bond with
all life?” (S&2). For Toma- Grušovnik, “[b]reathing with the natur-
al world […] amounts to saying that we should cultivate our breath,
prepare ourselves for the encounter, for the achieving of our human-
ity, for reinvention of ourselves, by listening to the ways the natur-
al world exchanges with us” (!27). On the other hand, Eve Mayes
draws on the work of Tim Choy, and advances the notion of conspir-
ing: “Conspiring (breathing-with) is a more-than-human endeavour;
it exceeds human organs: plants and trees make human breath possi-
ble, and other species have other ways of breathing” (!7(). Breathing
together, for Mayes, is “to speak together, to be in dialogue with one
another” (!97). Breath is and as communication.
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So, I sat beneath the Ginkgo, slowly inhaling and exhaling, listening
to myself breathe and also to the tree; breathing can be a form of lis-
tening, too (Alarcón-Díaz). As we breathed together, we communi-
cated bio-semiotically.

IMAGINATION

Spending time with the Ginkgo, and breathing-with it, brought
us into a kind of communion. But this was insufficient for
duoethnography. It was necessary to use my imagination. In

his seminal essay, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” Thomas Nagel is pes-
simistic about the prospect of a human perceiving as a bat—“to know
what it is like for a bat to be a bat” (4)9)—or any other species. In an
important aside, relegated to a footnote, however, he offers an im-
portant concession:

“It may be easier than I suppose to transcend inter-species
barriers with the aid of the imagination. For example, blind
people are able to detect objects near them by a form of sonar,
using vocal clicks or taps of a cane. Perhaps if one knew what
that was like, one could by extension imagine roughly what it
was like to possess the much more refined sonar of a bat. The
distance between oneself and other persons and other species
can fall anywhere on a continuum. Even for other persons the
understanding of what it is like to be them is only partial, and
when one moves to species very different from oneself, a less-
er degree of partial understanding may still be available. The
imagination is remarkably flexible.” (442)

Nagel’s rumination on the power of the imagination is a reminder
that, in fact, the only way one human can have an approximation of
another human’s experience is via the imagination. Perfect knowl-
edge of someone else’s perspective is impossible. I let my imagina-
tion do its eductive thing, drawing out what was latent, this latency
being informed by all the research I had done. To draw on my imag-
ination wasn’t to let it run amok. My research, along with my own
storied worldview, functioned together as a self-imposed ethico-po-
etical boundary (Kearney).
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Because knowledge must be disseminated in the university, and be-
cause other stories need to be shared to bring about change, there
must be some output, a product, itself born of the imagination. Tradi-
tional duoethnographies read like a back-and-forth between two re-
searchers. Certainly, this is one way of proceeding with a tree or any
other other-than-human being. It’s not the only way, though. Many
art forms may be appropriately marshalled in service of translating
the other-than-human’s communication as if it were translatable.

To use art to articulate a tree’s breath-as-response is to gladly admit
to the lack of scientific objectivity in multispecies duoethnography.
As Ki’en Debicki observes, scientific objectivity in human/tree com-
munication may not be “altogether desirable” (44). Recollet and John-
son concur, reminding us that “the temporal-spatial and more-than-
human relations that permeate well-storied places are sometimes too
complex to be rendered legible” (!(!). “In every possible sense,” says
Gayatri Spivak, “translation is necessary but impossible” (!)).

To be sure, there is a sense in which an alternative university re-
quires “alternative political and decolonial modes of telling ecologi-
cal stories” (Myers et al. 2&7). In my own work, I have, thus far, grav-
itated toward short fiction, in the manner of Ursula K. Le Guin (who,
for what it’s worth, was also deeply influenced by Daoism); but oth-
er art forms, from photography (Myers) to poetry (Burk) are just
as valid. Rendering human/tree communication via duoethnography
does not necessitate words. There are other ways of translating. Art
can transfigure.

Once again, the purpose isn’t to get the communication exactly right.
We don’t have that kind of exactitude even in human/human corre-
spondence. The purpose, rather, is to do something like decentre the
human, which, to reiterate, doesn’t necessarily mean bringing subal-
tern species (i.e., all other-than-human life) into the centre, but mov-
ing consciously to the margins.
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CONCLUSION

In a letter to his brother Theo, Vincent van Gogh described his
struggle creating Girl in a Wood, and his desire to create breath-
ing space among the Beech trees in the painting:

“The other study in the wood is of some large green beech
trunks on a stretch of ground covered with dry sticks, and the
little figure of a girl in white. There was the great difficulty
of keeping it clear, and of getting space between the trunks
standing at different distances—and the place and relative
bulk of those trunks change with the perspective—to make it
so that one can breathe and walk around in it, and to make
you smell the fragrance of the wood.” (138)

This is what the university can do: intentionally create spaces and
opportunities “so that one can breathe”—breathe with the other-
than-humans that surround us, and in so doing, perhaps help to cul-
tivate “[a] culture of breath” (Irigaray “Crucial Gesture” 2!2) that, if
not quite fully attuned to other-than-human life, is at least more at-
tentive of, and concerned for it.

In her response to Mahmood’s essay, referenced earlier, Danilyn
Rutherford notes how “pay[ing] heed to the other others is to pay
heed to the animals, plants, rocks, roads, microbes, chemicals, and all
those other things that cry out to us” (Mahmood and Rutherford 5).
There persists an absence of “all those other things that cry out to
us” in both theorizing of the university and research on the universi-
ty. Addressing this absence holds great promise.

I recognize, of course, that what I’m proposing is a story. Ultimately,
we have to choose what stories we live by, shaped by our never-static
political and ethical commitments. Here’s one metanarrative I accept:

“We are here because we evolved, and evolution occurred
for no particular reason. Thus, on a Darwinian view, not only
is our species not as special as we had once thought, but
our lives are ultimately without purpose or meaning. Life just
winds on aimlessly, a pointless, meandering sequence of
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events. Sometimes it’s pleasant, sometimes not, but it lacks
any overall purpose or goal or destination.” (Steve Stewart-
Williams 197)

Within the narrative topography laid out by this story, then, the uni-
versity must ask and re-ask what politics of knowledge and wisdom
we want to be engaging in. While the university certainly doesn’t
need to embrace the story I’ve told here—one with other-than-hu-
mans in the principal cast, not just as supporting characters—there
is and always will be some governing narrative or another moving
students through its halls toward matriculation, guiding professors
in the classroom, lab, and studio. We’ve seen what assumptions of
human exceptionalism have produced. It’s time for the university to
turn toward other-than-humans and meet them halfway. Such a shift
can influence the university’s capacity for imagining and enacting a
generation of possibilities.
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IMAGE NOTES

Figure !: Ginkgo near S/nbong-guy/k, North Korea.

Figure 2: Ginkgo on Philosopher’s Walk, Toronto.

Figure ): Acrylic on paper.

Figure 4: Wax, water colour, and Ginkgo leaf on paper.

NOTES

This work is supported in part by funding from the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council.

!. On the troubling notion of “research,” and how it might be ethically
reframed, see Tuck and Yang, “R-Words.”↩
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