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present offer creative means of addressing the ecological crisis faced then and now.

Notably, these works — which are none of them conventional environmentalist texts —
critique dominating, damaging ways of being and knowing and extend an alternative
“participatory onto-epistemology” that relies on the formation and recognition of
kinship between all earthly entities. In so doing, they sketch new understandings and
experiences of what is meant by the term “ecology.” By tracing a thread through Ishmael
Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo (1972), Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), Alexis
Pauline Gumbs’s Undrowned (2020), and the contemporary social media content of
Alexis Nikole Nelson (@blackforager), this article enters into discourses of ecofeminism
and posthumanism to argue, overall, that these avant-garde works prompt and profter
compelling new ways to think and feel ourselves out of environmental catastrophe.
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CORBEAUX, (RE)THINKING KIN

Introduction

Faced for some time now with environmental degradation and devastation of various

kinds — pollution, mass extinction, climate change, to name just a few — ecofeminist
activists, like Naomi Klein, have issued fervent calls for a “Green New Deal:” a not-yet
tully articulated or implemented utopian plan for how governments across the globe
should respond to our planetary crisis through policy and infrastructure changes.

Advocates of the Green New Deal believe that it would transform society — in the
process ensuring better quality of life for all living entities and safeguarding the very
possibility of life on the planet (Klein 2019, 26). Like Klein, I believe that changes in
policy and infrastructure may be the most eftective means of attending to the current
ecological crisis. However, such sorely needed changes have yet to arrive in any
meaningful, material sense. As I was writing this article, the United States was reeling
trom wildfires that razed entire neighborhoods of Los Angeles. Meanwhile, the second
term of Donald Trump’s presidency destroyed not only federal Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion programs but also, at the risk of hyperbole, any hope of a Green New Deal
ever materializing; indeed, one of Trump’s first actions after taking office was signing
an executive order once again pulling the U.S. out of the Paris Agreement. Given the
current administration, it seems the U.S., at least, cannot expect top-down changes in
policy and infrastructure to relieve much less revert the ongoing and invariably
worsening environmental crisis.

Rather than (or, perhaps, in addition to) this outlook leading me to despair, I am led
to wonder about other avenues for change. Could change arrive through exposure to

and embracing of alternative attitudes and epistemologies? Could literature — or even

short-form social media content — do anything to reconceptualize that nebulous term,
“ecology”? Through our reading, listening, and seeing, could we radically shift the way
we relate to the natural world, that intricate web of life of which we are also a part but
that has for so long been reified as somehow alien? Could this “re-relating” be, if not the
answer, then certainly an instrument in the environmental movement? This article finds
that certain cultural artifacts do have the potential to challenge and even change our
contemporary understandings of ecology towards a particular trajectory, one that
dethrones what ecofeminist philosopher Val Plumwood terms the “master model of the
human” and “human relations to nature” (1994, 35), as these dominating,
anthropocentric, dualist forms of ontology and ecology have, in no small part, caused
the environmental crisis we continue to face today. From the onset of the modern
environmental movement in the 1970s to the ecological crisis’s acceleration in the
present, various American artists have endeavored to critique and change these
ontological and ecological paradigms in unprecedented ways, often by generating or
engaging in new genres, breaking boundaries across genres and disciplines, making use
of new technologies, and sharing perspectives from underrepresented voices. This
article’s key examples of such works, Ishmael Reed’s 1972 Afrofuturist satire, Mumbo
Jumbo, Marge Piercy’s utopian speculative fiction novel, Woman on the Edge of Time
(1976), Alexis Pauline Gumbs’s Black feminist guidebook, Undrowned (2020), and the
contemporary social media content of Alexis Nikole Nelson, all engage in such
innovation to undermine the master model and the ir-relationality its “rationality”
spawns. The last three works, in particular, also crucially ofter us a means of expanding
our senses of self and ecology through a “participatory onto-epistemology” (Romm 2024,
814) that is grounded in and generative of kinship, especially with other nonhuman
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beings. Kin-making, as this article conceives of it, is part of a posthumanist praxis, as it
undermines the human/nature dualism that Plumwood and posthumanist scholars, such
as Rosi Braidotti and Francesca Ferrando, critique.

By interlacing the aforementioned cultural artifacts with ecofeminist and
posthumanist thought, this article charts a course for re-relating to our ecosystems. In
tollowing this path, we can know ourselves anew, as interdependent with all of the
Earth’s others, and thus reach a revitalized understanding of ecology — one that honors
and actualizes the word’s etymology.! I am not arguing that the participatory onto-
epistemology I draw out of these artifacts can — on its own — save the planet, but I do
believe it could create a new consciousness, and a new conscience, that could perhaps
inform and inspire change from the bottom-up.

Environmental Crisis in the 1970s: Staging the Problem through Parody,
Solving it through Speculative Fiction

Though a considerable degree of environmental awareness was present in the
United States from the time of the conservation movement of the late nineteenth century,
by the start of the 1970s, it was clear to the nation’s mainstream consciousness that
crisis was imminent. This awareness is evidenced by the inaugural celebration of Earth
Day on April 227 of 1970, an event that saw 200 million people participate in
demonstrations across the nation, issuing calls for environmental protections that
resulted in the founding of the Environmental Protection Agency just a few months
later (Library of Congress 2025). Through this event often credited with kickstarting
the modern environmental movement in the U.S., we can verily see an aspect of what
this article is attempting to argue: that cultural artifacts can inspire change from the
bottom-up. A cultural artifact that, on the coattails of the first Earth Day, clearly, albeit
briefly, presents the reality and severity of the ecological crisis and even diagnoses its
cause, is Ishmael Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo.

Considered an early work of Afrofuturism? for the way in which Reed tells an
alternate creation story that brings the Egyptian gods into the biblical story of Genesis,
Mumbo Jumbo's plot revolves around the spread of an epidemic called “Jes Grew” in the
U.S. during the Jazz Age. In the novel, Jes Grew is a metaphor for the Black culture that
was exploding in popularity at this time, much to the dismay of the Wallflower Order,
a fictional global conspiracy network whose mission is to uphold western cultural
hegemony and white supremacy at all costs. Viewing Jes Grew as an existential threat,
the Wallflower Order schemes and scrambles to prevent its spread. When “Hierophant
1”7 of the Wallflower Order, feeling “hopeless,” decides to commit suicide rather than see
Jes Grew come closer than “60 miles of New York,” he laments that

It has been an interesting 2,000 years but this is the end of the road. 2,000 years of
probing, classifying attempting to make an “orderly” world so that when company came
they would know the household’s nature and would be careful about dropping ashes on
the rug. 2,000 years of patrolling the plants. He would miss the daily species count. The
Ethiopian Leopard was just about due, would be no more and would become a job order

! As Francesca Ferrando implores us to note in her article, “The Party of the Anthropocene,” “the term
‘ecology’ derives from the Greek oikos, meaning ‘home™ (2016).

2 Afrofuturism, a term first coined by Mark Dery in the early 1990s, refers to “speculative fiction that
treats African-American themes and addresses African-American concerns in the context of twentieth-
century technoculture” (Dery 1994, 180).
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tor the taxidermist. Several other species he wanted to rub out including the Hawaiian
Hoary Bat the Morro Bay Kangaroo the Vahontan Cutthroat Trout the California
Clapper Rail. Regretfully he would have to take a rain check. He wouldn’t live to see
their extermination” (Reed 1972, 153).

It seems that what Hierophant 1 will miss most about life is extinguishing it. Here,
Reed parodies the dominating, colonial desire to “order” the world through “patrolling,”
counting, and, ultimately, exterminating. This manner of relating to one’s environment
has its origins in Genesis, the very text that Reed revises in Mumbo Jumbo. The Christian
God, having made “man” in his image, decrees that he shall have “dominion [...7] over
every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth” (Gn. 1:27-1:28). This is precisely the
attitude held by Hierophant 1. As a member of the Wallflower Order, he believes that
the Christian has primacy over the pagan, that whiteness is superior to blackness, and
that Man — who, according to Sylvia Wynter’s influential critique, is the only
constituent of the category “human” through its claims to the first parts of both
aforementioned, alleged binaries (2003) — rules, by divine right, over nature, as well as
women and non-white people, since both groups were considered part of nature, rather
than human.

In other words, Hierophant 1 subscribes to several of the deadly dualisms held so
dear by what Val Plumwood calls the “master model,” the “white, largely male, elite”
class (1994, 23) akin to Wynter’s Man that constructs its account of human identity
through a host of hierarchical dualisms, such as human/nature, mind/body, and
subject/object. In Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Plumwood argues that, through
these dualisms, the master model imagines a “total break...between humans and nature”

(1994, 70), where only humans — but, really, just the master model — are said to possess
reason, mind, agency; meanwhile, nature and the othered, oppressed groups who are
conflated with it are denied these attributes and thus dominated and deemed non-
subjects (1994, 4). This is the “master rationality” that Plumwood sees as the lethal
accretion of the “Platonic, Aristotelian, Christian rationalist and Cartesian rationalist
traditions” (1994, 194;70). According to Plumwood, the Cartesian contributions to the
master rationality did much to further the “great gult between the human and the
natural” (1994, 107) through mind/body and subject/object dualisms, in particular. By
denying any “mindlike features” to others in the external world, the “Cartesian
knowledge relationship” between selt and other becomes one of “opposition,” “power and
control” (1994, 117;123). The master model’s “Cartesian dream of power” is predicated
on a “subject/object dualism [...7] which denies dependency and kinship between
observer and observed” (Plumwood 1994, 117; 123). Thus, “observation” itself becomes
“a form of domination of an alien other” (Plumwood 1994, 123). We can clearly see this
dualism and its resulting power dynamic in the above passage from Mumbo Jumbo — how
quickly taxonomy turns to taxidermy and how ostensibly “objective” attempts to know
the “household’s nature” (Reed 1972, 153) result in its destruction and the ascendancy
of its “patriarch,” Man.

Reed’s parody thus presages Plumwood’s argument that “the logic of domination
and the deep structures of dualism” have greatly distorted the “dominant culture’s
understanding of its relationship to the biosphere” (Plumwood 1994, 194) and led to “an
alienated account of human identity” that positions humans as the “masters or external
controllers of nature” (70-71), with the example par excellence being Reed’s Hierophant
1. The ir-relationality ordained by the master model and its strain of rationality deny
human dependence on nature and, instead, assert human dominance over nature. In
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effect, it is this warped ecology — where humans are positioned as outside and superior

to the allegedly irrational, inferior natural world — that has caused the environmental
degradation we must now remedy. Reed’s parody and Plumwood’s philosophy both urge
us to imagine alternatives to the master model and rationality. We need a new ecology
grounded in different ways of being and knowing. To that end, we can turn to Marge
Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time.

Where Reed responds to the growing awareness of ecological crisis by highlighting
one of its contributing factors — the anthropocentrism and abuse of the master model
and its attendant ecology — Marge Piercy sketches a potential solution to this problem
in one of the settings of Woman on the Edge of Time (WET), the utopian society of
Mattapoisett. Readers receive a tour of Mattapoisett through the eyes of Connie, an
impoverished, institutionalized, Chicana woman from New York, who visits a far-off
tuture where the dystopian landscape of the U.S. has dissolved into an anarcho-
communist association of communities, of which Mattapoisett is one. Though there are
many crucial points of difterence between Connie’s present and Mattapoisett, I will focus
on the diftering ecology practiced there. Though her own article focuses primarily on
technology, Anna Martinson deems WET an ecofeminist text for its “egalitarian
perspective” and “understanding (of) the interconnectedness between people and nature”
(561). In agreement with Martinson’s assessment, I will now explore exactly how this
understanding is achieved in Mattapoisett and thus further elaborate on the novel’s
ecofeminism.

First, an overview of Mattapoisett’s ecology is in order. Connie’s guide to the future,
Luciente, informs her that Mattapoisett’s science is defined as “the study of living beings
in relation;” foundational to this study is the maxim that “all factors are not knowable”
(Piercy 1976, 97). Strikingly, their ecology is grounded in an acknowledgment of
limitation and an affordance of opacity to other living entities and their entire shared
ecosystem. At the same time, though, Piercy’s utopians are able to glean more
information from the nonhuman beings with whom they share their environment, as
they have enhanced their abilities to communicate across species. We as readers may
share in Connie’s surprise when Luciente successtully converses with a cat through a
“sign language based on cat signs but modified — because many things must be said
between cat and human different from what is said cat to cat” (Piercy 1976, 98).
Regardless of these gaps and gains in their understanding of nature, the people of
Piercy’s utopia see themselves as “part of the web of nature” and find this fact “beautiful”
(1976, 278). Overall, it is clear that Mattapoisett’s ecology is utterly unlike that of
Hierophant 1’s, who mourns his thwarted efforts to master the environment. Instead,
Piercy’s utopians ground their epistemology in kin-making across species — a process
that recognizes one’s relation with other entities, that, while opaque, are still open to
non-anthropocentric and non-anthropomorphizing communication.

Extrapolating from Donna Haraway, I posit that kin-making,® in general, resists

and refuses essentialisms, human species exceptionalism, and, most fundamentally, the
objectification of human and nonhuman others. Consequently, kin-making means

3 ] hesitate to provide too neat a definition of kin-making since Haraway cautions that, in order to keep
kin a radical, useful concept, it must remain “a wild category” (2016, 2). She further stipulates that, in the
process of making kin, we must be mindful of the “historically situated, diverse kinships that should not
be either generalized or appropriated,” and, as she further points out, “kinships” do and should “exclude
as well as include” (2016, 207).
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treating all living beings as subjects or, as Haraway would have it, as “persons, not
necessarily...individuals or...humans” (2016, 103), where a “person” is defined as a
“composite of relations rather than a proprietary individual” (Strathern qtd. in Haraway
2016, 217). Viewing persons as such “new affective assemblages” is, according to Rosi
Braidotti, one of the aims of ‘critical posthuman knowledges’ (2017, 91). In her article of
that same name, Braidotti argues that posthumanism — which she elsewhere defines as
“a convergence phenomenon between post-humanism and post-anthropocentrism”
(Braidotti 2019, xi) — seeks to redefine subjectivity. By shirking the master model, “the
universal ideal of the Man of reason,” and rejecting “species supremacy,” we can achieve
“a new understanding of the human” as “relational” — as an entity “that thinks with and
through multiple connections” to human and nonhuman, organic and inorganic others
(Braidotti 2019, xi-xii). For Braidotti and her fellow in posthumanist studies, Francesca
Ferrando, the “post dualism” of posthumanism (Ferrando 2016, 160) deflates the
subject/object dualism of the Cartesian dream of power and, in so doing, alerts us to the
potential of forming cross-species connections. Kin-making can thus unleash a new
ontology of the human as well as a “posthuman epistemology” that views “non-human
experience as site of knowledge” (Ferrando 2012, 10), which, as we have already seen, is
precisely the epistemology practiced in Mattapoisett.

In particular, Mattapoisett’s residents base their ecology on a “participatory onto-
epistemology,” a term I introduced at the outset of this article. Though informed by
posthumanist  philosophy, my understanding of the term “participatory
(onto-)epistemology,” is primarily a synthesis of its use by critical systems thinker,
Norma R.A. Romm, and ecofeminist care theorist, Josephine Donovan. Romm uses the
term “participatory onto-epistemology” to express the awareness that, when it comes to
knowledge production, one is never an observer but always a participant, “enmeshed in
a web of relations in which we shape worlds as we enact our thinking-and-being with
others with whom/which we are engaged.” A participatory onto-epistemology thus
“allows for developing relationships of reciprocity in our encounters” (Romm 2024, 812;
816); that is to say, this way of knowing and being is not only rooted in thinking kin, it
also begets further kin-making.

By adding Donovan’s ideas to the equation of what exactly a participatory onto-
epistemology entails, we can further understand how it may help to unseat the master
model. Where “classical science and the objectivist epistemology established under its
influence fail to appreciate the subjective nonphysical dimension...that inheres in all
living creatures,” Donovan implies that a “participatory epistemology,” on the other
hand, can challenge the Cartesian dream of power’s subject/object dualism through
“communicative encounters between living entities” (Donovan 2014, 266) like the one
between Luciente and the cat in #/ET. These encounters yield an “emotional qualia,” an
imperative to “feel-with” the living entities with whom we are enmeshed, thereby
recognizing them as other subjects rather than objects (2014, 266-267). In this way, we
can create kinship with the other living entities in our environment and generate
knowledge, for, as Braidotti argues, the “new affective assemblages” made in cross-
species kinship can “cocreate alternative ethical forces” (2017, 91). These ideas are
certainly grasped and applied in Mattapoisett. After Connie witnesses Luciente’s
conversation with the cat and learns that inter-species communication is possible and
even common in the utopian future, she asks, “what do you say to a cow you're about to
eat?” Luciente responds: “Exactly. It's changed our diet.” And, indeed, in Mattapoisett
they rarely eat meat (Piercy 1976, 100). The participatory epistemology practiced in
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Mattapoisett — the communication and kinship held between human and nonhuman
beings — involves turning beings once considered objects into subjects by attending to
their emotional qualia. This, in turn, creates ethical knowledge that alters one’s
understanding of their environment and thus one’s behavior within it.

We also see the practice and benefits of a participatory onto-epistemology through
the relationships Piercy’s utopians have with plant-life. From the time they are very
young, Mattapoisett’s children participate in the agricultural activities of the community
and earn extensive knowledge of the plants they cultivate and that, in turn, sustain them.
To recognize this reciprocal relationship, Luciente informs Connie that, in Mattapoisett,
they learn from childhood to thank through song “every tree or bush (they) pick from”
(Piercy 1976, 279). Connie overhears an old man and a child sing this song as they tend
to the community’s crops; their song expresses a keen awareness of their relation to the
truit they harvest and of other existing relations in their ecosystem, such as the animals
who also eat the fruit. The lyric, “we take what we need” (Piercy 1976, 279), shows that
Piercy’s utopians take care to be responsible and respectful in their harvest. It is well
worth noting here that Mattapoisett’s culture is modeled on that of the Native American
Wampanoag tribe (Piercy 1976, 100). In her article, Romm cites diverse Indigenous
voices from a variety of regions to demonstrate that her conception of a participatory
onto-epistemology emerges from Indigenous systems thinking, and, though she does
not include any input from Wampanoag tribal members, the words of Elder Joan
Tavares Avant suggest that a participatory onto-epistemology is, indeed, a part of their
culture. The way of life in Wampanoag communities, Avant explains, is grounded in a
recognition of “responsibility” to “care for the land” since “all know that the Earth
sustains us” (Senier 2014, 374).

Moreover, through the song Connie overhears we further grasp that ecology, the
study of relations in a given environment, is an integral part of the culture of Piercy’s
utopians. Even their rite of passage from childhood to maturity tests one’s ecological
awareness, as, when children reach the age of thirteen, they must spend over a week
alone in the wilderness. When they eventually emerge, they choose for themselves a
new name. Under these circumstances, knowing one’s relationship to the various entities
within their environment is necessary for survival and, what’s more, self-knowledge.

From this literally immersive experience, children gain an even greater awareness
that they are a part of and dependent upon the natural world, something Piercy believes
her contemporary readers lack. This is made clear when Connie escapes the mental
institution she has been involuntarily committed to, and, at first, struggles to feed
herself; much like many of the contemporary and current readers of #WET, Connie is
utterly unaware of the reciprocal relations that exist all around her until Luciente
intercedes from the future. Crawling around a clearing, gleefully greeting plants as she
goes and informing Connie of how they can help her, Luciente identifies with ease the
plant-life Connie could not recognize. When Connie exclaims “I don’t know one tree
trom another,” Luciente identifies white pine, which she states is “edible if not tasty”
(Piercy 1976, 239). In this way, Connie gains the knowledge of her surroundings needed
to survive while also sharing in the pleasure Luciente takes in foraging. Later, leaning
against the white pine that nourished her, Connie reflects that it has “become home”
(Piercy 1976, 241). Though she is eventually caught and returned to the mental
institution, she is no longer as alienated from her environment, having glimpsed and

enjoyed the relationships between herself and the natural world — understanding that
its living beings can nurture her, in body and soul, if she can only recognize them.
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This recognition is what Piercy hopes to promote in her readers. Aware, like Reed,
of impending environmental catastrophe, Piercy proposes a participatory onto-
epistemology that offers readers different modes of being-with their environments and
uses the conventions of speculative fiction to encourage her readers to adopt this
alternative vision. As Connie time-travels between her present and the twenty-second

century future, readers can better see the problems in their own present moment — which
is, in our time, dishearteningly similar to Connie’s. At the same time, readers can
envision ways in which things could be better through Piercy’s utopian sketch. Yet, this
utopia is under threat; its emergence will be impossible unless Connie acts in her present
to ensure Mattapoisett’s future. This sustained connection between Connie’s and the
contemporary reader’s world and the utopian one of Mattapoisett is a distinguishing
teature of the critical utopian tradition as it is theorized by Tom Moylan in Demand the
Impossible. In tact, Moylan names Piercy as one of the progenitors of this particular genre
alongside Samuel R. Delany and Ursula K. Le Guin. As a pioneer and practitioner of the
critical utopian, Piercy sounds an unmistakable call to action that urges readers to fight
tor and follow the ways of living practiced in Mattapoisett. Piercy imagines that an end
to the environmental degradation already occurring in 1976 may only be possible
through such profound shifts in our collective, cultural ecological understanding and
interactions.

By adopting a participatory onto-epistemology, like the one modeled in WET, we
stand to expand our networks of kinship, our notions of subjectivity, and our knowledge
of the environment. WET shows its readers how they may ameliorate their alienated
state with the environment and demonstrates how, by recognizing our entanglement in
a matrix of reciprocity and responsibility, we may radically alter the way we behave in
the world. We stand to become like Piercy’s utopians. We could be “ownfed,” meaning

self-sufficient and sustainable in our food production and consumption, and — more

broadly — aware that our survival depends on the relations we cultivate between
ourselves and each and every other earthly entity. In Mattapoisett we find an example
of what Ferrando defines as the “posthuman retusal of the ontological primacy of human
existence,” and see how it “invites a review of practices such as uncritical omnivorism,
overharvesting, and the unrestricted consumption of nonrenewable resources” (2012,
10). Under the paradigm shift Piercy proposes, any neglect and abuse we, even passively,
might subject our ecosystems to, becomes unthinkable.

Picking up the Participatory Onto-Epistemology in the New Ecologies of Now

By 2025, nearly 50 years after the publication of Piercy’s novel, it seems that we are
tarther from the future of Mattapoisett than ever. Climate change accelerates, its effects
worsen, evidenced by severe storm patterns, rising sea levels, mass displacement of
human and nonhuman life, and biome destruction. Meanwhile, the consumerism of late
stage capitalism continues; every day, millions of orders are placed on e-commerce sites
like Amazon, much to the consumer’s convenience but at an immeasurable cost to
workers and the environment. As Alexis Pauline Gumbs writes in her introduction to
Undrowned, it seems that “our lives” are “incompatible with the planet.” As a Black
woman living in the United States, Gumbs writes that she, like the marine mammals
that her book takes as its focus, faces every day the threat of extinction. Her “Emergent
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Strategy”™ to survive not only climate change but also what Christina Sharpe terms the
“wake” of chattel slavery® is to make kin with these very marine mammals and share
with her readers what she learns from this process of kin-making.¢ Furthermore, in
order to not only survive but to be truly at home on Earth, Gumbs believes we need to
unravel a particular “definition of the human,” one that is “tangled in separation and
domination” (2020, 11) instead of enmeshed within a web of kin. According to Gumbs,
marine mammals, if we can consider and attend to them as kin, can help us repair and
redefine our concepts of “human” and “ecology.” Like Reed, her work emphatically
critiques the master model that enabled chattel slavery, colonialism, and environmental
destruction. As with Piercy, I find that Gumbs, too, proffers a participatory onto-
epistemology in Undrowned, though she does so, of course, through her own
methodology.

While Piercy blends the conventions of speculative and utopian literature, Gumbs
combines and subverts disciplinary knowledge and conventions to frame her text as field
guide on marine mammals. While Gumbs appears to appropriate this form, she rejects
the (mis)identifications that these guidebooks couch in allegedly “neutral’ scientific
language,” and instead enacts, through her writing, an act of identifying-with across
species. In order to identify-with marine mammals, she relies on unorthodox listening
practices to understand where she is “in relation” to the marine mammals she views as
not just kin but also teachers, reminding us of Braidotti and Ferrando’s claims that kin-
making with nonhuman beings produces knowledge. Indeed, Gumbs’s very motive for
identifying across species is to help us better know “ourselves as part of the ongoing
emergence of nature” and to see what marine mammals, in particular, can “teach us about
the vulnerability, collaboration, and adaptation we need” (2020, 10) in order to address
not only climate change and its resulting rising sea levels, but also various forms of
social domination, such as racism and colonialism, sponsored by the master model that
Gumbs, through her work, does much to dismantle. By making kin with marine
mammals, Gumbs learns how to resist such existential threats while redefining
existence on Earth.

One of the first lessons Gumbs shares is to “Listen.” In the first chapter,
appropriately titled “Listen,” Gumbs begins by asking: “How can we listen across species,
across extinction, across harm?” She suggests that a different kind of listening — a
“quieting down and tuning in” is required for “trans-species communication,” which
Gumbs believes is “revolutionary resource” for intersecting liberation struggles (2020,

*“Emergent Strategy” is a term — and now and entire series — coined by Gumbs’s frequent collaborator,
adrienne maree brown (who, in fact, provides the preface to Undrowned), that refers to the practices we
may adopt/adapt from the behaviors of nonhuman beings in our environments in order to be in “right
relationship” (2017, 8) with our environments and the currents of change ever coursing through them.
Much like Gumbs, brown suggests we can learn from our nonhuman kin to create a new sense of ecology.

5 Christina Sharpe’s influential In the Wake (2016) theorizes the term “wake” as the enduring afterlife
of chattel slavery — particularly, the way its legacy is continuously felt in the present, especially due to
the continued dealing of Black physical and social death by (post)colonial powers. Gumbs’s Undrowned is
arguably in conversation with this work of Sharpe’s, as the title of Gumbs’s work makes reference to the
Middle Passage, the “massive drowning yet unfinished” (2020, 4). Gumbs and Sharpe both remind us that
the Middle Passage and chattel slavery’s impact is ongoing.

6 But, given Haraway’s caution that particular kinships should not be appropriated, while we can learn
from Gumbs’s own kin-making with marine mammals, depending on our own identities, we cannot
necessarily claim the particular kinship Gumbs forms as our own. Rather, Gumbs gives us the opportunity
to form our own unique kind of kinship with the marine mammals she introduces us to, informed by our
own particularities.
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17). She goes on to describe her process of listening — which is very much like the

participatory epistemology outlined by Donovan — where she attends to the “emotional
qualia” of the marine mammals she identifies-with. For instance, she listens across time
to the breath of the first marine mammal whose extinction was known to be caused by
humans, Hydromalis gigas.” Despite introducing us using the Latin name, Gumbs not
only omits the name by which this being is usually known, the possessive form of the
naturalist who “discovered” her species; she also renames “her” (Gumbs uses she/her
pronouns in her address) “rough mermaid” and “massive vegetarian,” which she uses as
terms of endearment. Gumbs thus connects with this formidable once-living creature
while also disrupting the master rationality and ir-relationality, as her refusal points out
how the names naturalists assign bely “generations of Indigenous relationship” (Gumbs
2020, 19). Like Reed, she also highlights how “the knowledge relation as power”
(Plumwood 1994, 117) so often results in extinction. She asserts that it is “dangerous to
be discovered” (Gumbs 2020, 17)—a point well-taken by readers of Reed, who recall the
behaviors that Hierophant 1 eulogizes: the probing, classifying, patrolling, and
exterminating of other beings.

So, rather than identity, Gumbs chooses to identify-with these marine mammals,
though it’s worth pointing out that she recognizes this identifying-with will inevitably
be impertfect, since she and the marine mammals she relates to are “not having the same
experience” (2020, 11). But, like Piercy’s utopians, she relates across difference while
acceding that all factors cannot be known and, in this way, maintains her subject’s (right
to) opacity. Still, Gumbs feels-with her subject, relating to her as another subject. She
asks her fellow subject how we might honor her in the wake of her species’ extinction at
human hands. To do so, Gumbs listens for the no-longer-living being’s breath. By
attending to this emotional qualia, an act of deep feeling-with, and by thus claiming her
as kin through her efforts to identify-with, Gumbs hypothesizes what this marine
mammal can teach us and how we might then use this knowledge to honor her and
ensure our collective survival. More than a sign of the deadly “folly of a dominant way
of living that changes the planet quickly, thoughtlessly, forever,” this rough mermaid
does more than make us question the capitalist greed that killed her and our own
participation in this ongoing “rush” (Gumbs 2020, 18). By telling her story, as Gumbs
does, we may learn to be quiet like Hydromalis gigas, who was known not to sing, and,
instead, listen for and love the breath of other beings. This mindfulness may be the
beginning of ethical knowledge — which we urgently need in order to imagine and enact
better ways of being in the world. Overall, the participatory onto-epistemology Gumbs
offers in Undrowned can result in our re-relating across species to become better kin to
them — to learn from and change with them as we respond to the various kinds of
cataclysm caused by colonial, racial capitalism.

This participatory onto-epistemology and its latent possibilities for re-relating are
present in cultural artifacts besides literature, as well, such as the relatively new vessel
of viral videos on sites like Instagram. Though these sites are embroiled in political
controversies and wholly weaponized by the powers of consumer capitalism, Alexis
Nikole Nelson (@blackforager) uses her platform to educate viewers on foraging, a

7In this act, we may find resonance with a connection Gumbs makes more overtly in her preface
between the breath of marine mammals and the breath of the victims of the Middle Passage. There, she
states that their breathing is “not separate from the drowning of their kin and fellow captives” or “from
the sharp exhale” of hunted marine mammals, “their kindred also” (2020, 5).
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radical practice that can help them source food sustainably while also cultivating
community and greater ecological understanding. In her videos, Nelson teaches her
viewers how to forage: how to locate and identify a particular plant, differentiate it from
others, and how to use the plant in cooking or craft. Though Nelson says her knowledge
of these plants often begins in sources like the guidebooks Gumbs exceeds in Undrowned,
she emphasizes that her expertise in foraging is solidified through experience. In an
episode of the podcast, Ologzes, when host, Ali Ward, asks Nelson, “how are you keeping
all of this knowledge?”, Nelson responds that it’s a matter of constantly re-relating: “the
more you interact with a certain plant, just like the more you interact with certain people,
you get to know them better” (2021, 4). As Nelson explains in the podcast, retaining all
of the knowledge needed to forage responsibly depends on one’s ability to attend to
plant-life in a way not dissimilar to the manner in which Gumbs attends to marine
mammals. Attending closely to plant-life creates ethical as well as botanical knowledge.
Nelson makes this point clearly in her response to Ward’s request for “tips on how to
ethically and sustainably forage” when she recommends “reading the space” one is in
“visually” (2021, 18) and then speculating on the impact one’s act of foraging may have
in that particular space. Nelson demonstrates this exact process in a reel from March 17,
2024, where she educates her viewers on how to sustainably harvest the “contested”
spring ephemerals, ramps. Because ramps take a long time to reproduce — at least, by
seed — Nelson suggests certain practices for harvesting them sustainably, such as only
taking a single leaf from ramps that have more than one leat. In the video, she prescribes
the following method, which echoes her stance from the podcast: “one of the ways we
ask for permission, from a plant, from a space, is by accurately assessing what the space
looks like” (Nelson 2024a). Again, Nelson makes it clear that foraging requires
engagement with specific ecosystems and an awareness of both its particularities and
the interrelations within it. That is to say, foraging sustainably needs and feeds a
participatory onto-epistemology. Nelson insists that the knowledge needed for and
acquired during foraging does not inhere in taxonomical identification alone. Rather,
botanical and ethical knowledge is more fully grasped if we continuously attend to and
engage with our environments, finding and feeling the rich web of reciprocal relations
extant therein.

In addition to being able to not only identify but forge respectful and sustainable
relationships with the plants she forages, Nelson also claims that foraging can create
kinships between humans. In the podcast episode, she recommends foraging in groups
and notes that friendships often form in the process. Nelson also forms relationships,
albeit, parasocial ones, between plants and people and people and people by sharing her
experience with her millions of social media followers. What’s more, Nelson actively
takes care of the community she has built through her social media presence. In an
Instagram reel posted on November 11, 2024, Nelson, referring implicitly to the recent
election of Donald Trump, addresses her viewers, saying: “Taking care of our
communities is going to be really important in the coming years...and one of the ways
I take care of one of my communities, you guys, is teaching you free food that you can
find out in the wild” (Nelson 2024b). To this end, Nelson introduces her viewers to the
nannyberry by listing its Latin name, showing a map of its native range, and explaining
its culinary and medicinal uses. She then makes a caramel sauce from the nannyberries
she harvested while sharing anecdotes, singing spontaneously, and discussing the
importance of community support.
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As in the nannyberry video, while Nelson usually identifies the plants she forages
by their Latin name at some point in her videos, she shows that her familiarity with
these plants arrives not only from guidebooks and personal experience, but from the
traditional ecological knowledges of her geographical region’s Native American tribes,
as well. For instance, in the aforementioned reel, Nelson informs her viewers that the
nannyberry has been used as both food and medicine by “Eastern Indigenous
bands...since time immemorial” (Nelson 2024b). As a guest on Ward’s podcast, Nelson
takes care to explain that foraging in North America is only possible due to “the
generosity with knowledge of the Indigenous people” (2021, 13). Nelson points out that
much of what she’s learned from foraging has come from her awareness of the historic
kinships between particular Native American tribes and the local flora they have foraged
for generations. By drawing attention and giving credit to these longstanding
relationships, Nelson engages in decolonizing knowledge surrounding the practice of
toraging.® This is an important initiative, as the practice is currently surging in
popularity, in part due to Nelson’s internet presence.

On the whole, Nelson’s videos show that though she does, in part, draw on
“objectivist” scientific knowledge, her knowledge of foraging relies on historic kinships;
turthermore, her sharing of this knowledge engenders new, unique kinships between
people and plant-life. Her content shows that foraging requires and results in renewed
relationships with one’s environment, which includes other humans. With the enhanced
ecological awareness that Nelson’s platform sponsors, we may better know how plant-
life nurtures us and the responsibilities we then have to these other living entities to
ensure our mutually dependent survival and flourishing. Her content helps us visualize
better, more caring and sustainable ways of being and of being-with our kin.

Conclusion

Nearly 30 years ago, Val Plumwood regretted that we have “yet to awaken” from
the “Cartesian dream of power” (1994, 117). Given the current events with which I
began this article, it seems that mainstream American culture has gone further into the
nightmare logics of dualism and domination. Still, like Plumwood, I have hope we will
be able to “respond adequately to the crisis of the biosphere” by eschewing the “master
story” (1994, 196) that has defined the human through exclusion and thus envisioned
ecology as a pyramid with an excluding idea of the human at its acme. From such heights,
the master model of the human has long meted out abuse and ached from alienation.
Like Plumwood, my hope rests in “new, less destructive guiding stories,” which “can be
drawn from sources other than the master,” that is “from subordinated and ignored parts
of western culture” (1994, 196), such as the cultural artifacts I have gathered here, which
are all authored by or told from the perspective of historically marginalized
subjectivities. Additionally, though the works I consider in this article are not explicitly,
conventionally, or only environmentalist in their aims, I believe they offer imaginative,
much-needed avenues for re-envisioning ecology. Even if these artifacts do not directly

8 Though not necessarily commensurable with the task of decolonizing knowledge, Nelson’s
Instagram handle, @blackforager, aims to increase representation for Black people in the U.S.’s foraging
community. Nelson explains in the podcast that, due to historic, cultural, and legal barriers put in place
in the U.S. to prevent Black people from foraging, she perceives a lack of representation of “people who
look like [her] in the space” of foraging (2021, 17). As a result, she states that for her “to be a Black
woman foraging...feels like justice;” indeed, she considers her work as @blackforager “an act of
restorative justice” (2021, 17-18).
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result in grassroots change, they at least provide us with alternative modes of knowing,
being — specifically, being-with — and, what’s more, becoming-with, that might help us
take up Haraway's task of “staying with the trouble” by starting “to make kin in lines of
inventive connection as a practice of learning to live and die well with each other in a
thick present” (2016, 1), a time of environmental catastrophe and concomitant
humanitarian crises.

Works Cited

Braidotti, Rosi. 2017. “Critical Posthuman Knowledges.” South Atlantic Quarterly 116(1):
83-96. https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-3749337.

Braidotti, Rosi. 2019. Preface to Philosophical Posthumanism, by Francesca Ferrando.
Bloomsbury. ProQuest Ebook Central.

brown, adrienne maree. 2017. Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds. AR
Press. ProQuest Ebook Central.

Dery, Mark. 1994. “Black to the future: Interviews with Samuel R. Delany, Greg Tate,
and Tricia Rose.” In Flame Wars: The Discourse of Cyberculture, edited by Mark Dery
Duke University Press.

Donovan, Josephine. 2014. “Participatory Epistemology, Sympathy, and Animal Ethics.”
Ecofeminism: Feminist Intersections with Other Animals and the Earth, edited by Carol J.
Adams and Lori Gruen. Bloomsbury. Apple Books.

Ferrando, Francesca. 2012. “Towards A Posthumanist Methodology. A Statement.”
Frame 25: 9-18.

Ferrando, Francesca. 2016. “The Party of the Anthropocene.” Relations 4 (2): 159-173.

Gumbs, Alexis Pauline. 2020. Undrowned: Black feminist lessons from Marine Mammals.
AK Press.

Haraway, Donna. 2016. Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Duke UP.

Klein, Naomi. 2019. On Fire: The (Burning) Case for a Green New Deal. Simon and
Schuster.

Library  of  Congress. 2025. “Today in  History -  April 227
https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/april-22/# Last Accessed May 26,
2025.

Martinson, Anna. 2003. “Ecofeminist Perspectives on Technology in the Science Fiction
of Marge Piercy.” Extrapolation 44 (1): 50—68.

Moylan, Tom. 2014. Demand the Impossible, Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination.
Peter Lang.

Nelson, Alexis Nikole. “Foraging Ecology with @BlackForager, Alexis Nikole Nelson.”
Interview with Ali Ward. Ologies Podcast. May 18, 2021. Podcast transcript.
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/5998d822614ca3396027aae2/t/60f741d41a
444955c5cd6te7/1626816980324/ Ologies+-+Foraging+Ecology.pdf.

Nelson, Alexis Nikole (@blackforager). 2024a. “We're coming to you live from ramp
season.” Instragram, March 17, 2024.
https://www.instagram.com/reel/C40UaQCuvxO/?Pigsh=MXhiNDBjaDI1am40
NO==

85


https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-3749337
https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/april-22/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5998d8226f4ca3396027aae2/t/60f741d41a44f955c5cd6fe7/1626816980324/Ologies+-+Foraging+Ecology.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5998d8226f4ca3396027aae2/t/60f741d41a44f955c5cd6fe7/1626816980324/Ologies+-+Foraging+Ecology.pdf
https://www.instagram.com/reel/C4oUaQCuvxO/?igsh=MXhiNDBjaDI1am40NQ
https://www.instagram.com/reel/C4oUaQCuvxO/?igsh=MXhiNDBjaDI1am40NQ

CORBEAUX, (RE)THINKING KIN

Nelson, Alexis Nikole (@blackforager). 2024b. “Taking care of our communities.”
Instagram, November 11, 2024.
https://www.instagram.com/reel/ DCP2WeOu9KV/?igsh=MXYzdTU3ODVnN

Dd6YQ==
Piercy, Marge. 1976. Woman on the Edge of Time. Ballantine Books.

Plumwood, Val. 1994. Feminism and the Mastery of Nature. Taylor & Francis Group.
ProQuest Ebook Central.

Reed, Ishmael. 1972. Mumbo Jumbo. Scribner Paperback Fiction.

Romm, Norma R.A. 2024. “An Indigenous Relational Approach to Systemic Thinking
and Being: Focus on Participatory Onto-Epistemology.” Systemic Practice and Action
Research 37: 811-842. https://doi.org/10.1007/511213-024-09672-4

Senier, Siobhan. 2014. Dawnland Voices: An Anthology of Indigenous Writing from New
England. University of Nebraska Press. ProQuest Ebook Central.

Sharpe, Christina. 2016. In the Wake. Duke University Press.

Wiynter, Sylvia. 2003. “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom:
Towards the Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation—an Argument.” CR: The
New Centennial Review 3 (3): 257-337. https://doi.org/10.1853/ncr.2004.0015.

86


https://www.instagram.com/reel/DCP2WeOu9KV/?igsh=MXYzdTU3ODVnNDd6YQ
https://www.instagram.com/reel/DCP2WeOu9KV/?igsh=MXYzdTU3ODVnNDd6YQ
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11213-024-09672-4
https://doi.org/10.1353/ncr.2004.0015

