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Abstract

This paper describes entanglements between human and non-human actants from theperspective of creativity, interdependence and contemporary anthropology. Drawing fromexperiments on self-representation and swaps from object to subject of study, the authorreflects on the potential of the vegetal world and distinct forms of intelligence to proposea subversive anti-anthropocentric view in a planet terraformed by plants and other beings.
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Figure 1. Paul Rosero Contreras. El Pensamiento de las Plantas. Volar#2. Fotografía, 2019.

A living species is a creative species, shaping its ownenvironment to make it habitable and functional. Thefirst living organisms completely altered the planet in theGreat Oxidation Event. Plants have transformed Earth insuch a way that made the planet livable and breathablefor other living beings. In this revolution, plants not onlycreate images, but they themselves are images. Biologyallows us to understand creation as the result of a more-than- human cognitive process; a neurobiology of plantsthat regards them as sentient beings in aninterdependent relationship with their environment,capable of learning and responding, constructing animaginary of possibilities.
Drawn to this idea of plants as creative beings, I havebeen developing a project El Pensamiento de las Plantas[The Thinking of Plants] that speculatively imagines thevisual representation of plants from the perspective ofone’s self. This photographic series is influenced byIndigenous Epistemologies, biological concepts, andcontemporary anthropological postulations like those ofCanadian anthropologist Natasha Myers. Her idea ofPlanthropocene activates a radical political potential byasserting that humans are not alone on this planet, andthat Anthropos are not the only ones capable ofconstructing habitable worlds. The Planthropos bringsus to the Planthropocene: part plant and part human, itembodies the involuntary interdependence of plants andanimals that is committed to collective prosperity. Unlikethe Anthropocene, the Planthropocene is not ageological epoch, but rather a “scene” or episteme: away of understanding life.¹ 

This perceptual process involves “planting” our ownsenses to develop an appreciation for the expressiveand curious manners of vegetal life. In the 1970sexperimental art scene of the U.S. post-war avant-garde, artists and scientists explored this idea in what

would later be called bio-sensing art. This explorationcombined the nascent fields of electrobiology,cybernetics, and the ecologies of information systems.Artists, like the North American Richard Lowenberg,meticulously investigated the intellectual andmultisensory properties that connect humans to otherlife forms.² From orcas to tropical plants, these studiesencompassed ideas around interspecies collaboration,nonhuman agency, and the advent of artificialintelligence. However, despite the fact that these plantexplorations were sowed in open transdisciplinarycollaboration—and have broadened our understandingof the touch, smells, colors, textures, and shapes of theworld we inhabit  —the ontology in which this practicewas fundamentally rooted still  measured the cognitiveand sentient capabilities of plants in molecular andchemical terms; in other words, it was reliant on arationally descriptive perspective. On other occasions,the experiments were transformed into performancesthat sought out hallucinogenic experiences throughinterspecies communication in real time.⁴
My own project acknowledges this legacy, but I try tobroaden the worldview by incorporating fundamentalconcepts from indigenous epistemologies that show ushow our own aesthetics and sensorial practices areintertwined with vegetal life, to the extent that thoughts,feelings, and the production of an imaginary all functionsymbiotically. This type of practice in becoming vegetalnecessitates a “plant intelligence,” entering whatNatasha Myers terms “vegetal sentience”: a broader(mind)space activated, not only by new forms ofthinking about our relationships to plants, but also bytheir perception of the world and how they make senseof it. Thus, I do not limit myself to assumptions aboutintelligence and its associated indicators, nor to an ideaof multispecies interconnectedness that is mediated byhuman technology.
In truth, this so-called “vegetal sentience” is a conceptthat has been recognized by indigenous communitiesaround the world for millennia. For instance, from theAndes to North America, it is observed that therelationship of indigenous peoples to the naturalenvironment has always been understood beyonddichotomies: it is a dynamic flow and constantinterdependence where the act of giving thanks andrequesting permission from the earth form a chain ofmanifested reciprocity. In this vein, Robin Wall Kimmerer—ecologist and enrolled member of the CitizenPotawatomi Nation—speaks of mosses as an act of lifein and of themselves, bringing services to the specieswith whom they interact, with the moss-tree relationshipbeing one of the oldest and ripest in history. Given this
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Figure 2. Paul Rosero Contreras. El Pensamiento de las Plantas. Caer.Fotografía, 2019.

context, I believe that it is necessary to foster amovement away from the notion of thinking and towardsone of feeling.
What is thinking?

If we define intelligence as the capacity to solveproblems, then plants and animals alike share this ability.Hence, in El Pensamiento de las Plantas, thinking isunderstood as a collective act in creating interspeciesimages that explore the limits of language. This projectis a visual reponse to a moment in the past, or to anexterior stimulus beyond the human subject thatexperiences and captures an image. Rooting thisprocess in a collective act with the forest is a way ofaddressing the problem of politicized representation ofnonhuman beings, and moving towards a strategy forself-representation. The blurry images constituteintuitive thoughts, or perhaps ephemeral translations,that are closer to the feeling of liberation rather than alogical, neoliberal interpretation.
Historically, the natural world—understood as landscapein Western art history—has been regarded as an object,a representation mediated by retinal perception. In thetwentieth century, we witnessed the advent of certainavant-garde movements that took the natural worldbeyond its representational state, but the canonremained unbroken. Hitherto, nature as object had beenfiltered through the human body—almost always maleand white—and made an image from the perspective ofAnthropos. It seems that posthumanism, the humanities,and the arts still face the challenge of shiftingEurocentric attention towards other forms ofPlanthropocenes. Nevertheless, there are cases ofindigenous artists, rural dwellers, and activists who workin social justice, both within and outside of officialinstitutions, who recover ancestral lands in concreteways.
In El Pensamiento de las Plantas, I try to go beyond theWestern tradition, acknowledging the environment notas an object, but as a subject: one that is not only untoone’s self, but also among an ecology of selves. Thisidea is enriched by the proposition put forth byanthropologist Eduardo Kohn in his book How ForestsThink; after four years of experiential research with theQuechua-speaking Ávila Runa, in the Upper Amazon ofEcuador, Kohn proposes an anthropology that goesbeyond the human. The book’s central premise isdeveloped around the notion of what constitutesselfhood. Kohn equates individuality with thinking, in thesense that if something or someone—a broad category

that goes beyond humans— experiences intent,purpose, function, or meaning, then that something orsomeone is alive or “enchanted.” Therefore, a forest isalive and thinking, just as a dog, a jaguar, a skunk pig, ora plant are all alive and thinking. 

Kohn elaborates on this discussion around individualityby explaining that life is a process of signs throughwhich, citing scientist and philosopher Charles Peirce,any living being is “something which stands tosomebody for something in some respect or capacity.” ⁵As such, animals, plants, and spirits should beunderstood as beings-unto-their-selves, co-definingwhat is human as part of a larger planetary dynamic.
Kohn suggests that there are many different types ofselves, from the “skin-bound organism” to one that isdistributed across many bodies,⁶ like a group of peopleor an ant colony. To understand this concept, he says,one must first provincialize language, to challenge socialtheory which conflates the idea of representation withhuman language. The latter depends on a symbolicrepresentation based on conventional—or “arbitrary”—signs that are embedded with other such signs thatconstitute an entire representational system. Thesefixed signs are contextualized and made to relate to theobject they reference, and because this is how signswork in language, we assume that all representationalprocesses exhibit these same associated linguisticproperties. But the symbolic representation of forms isdifferent from the human representation of forms: itgoes beyond what is represented by humanity. It isknowledge outside of the human, existing a priori on theplanet, continually emerging and changing. And in thismanner, the forest and the nonhuman world think, Kohnconcludes.
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Figure 3. Paul Rosero Contreras. El Pensamiento de las Plantas. Caer#2. Fotografía, 2019.1

From an altogether different point of reference, theItalian plant neurobiologist Stefano Mancuso—considered to be one of the founders of the field—reaches the same conclusion. Mancuso makes a casefor the existence of plant intelligence based onsensitivity: a capacity to learn and retain memory thatenables plants to continuously monitor chemical-physical parameters, thus allowing them to understandand respond to their environment. Therefore, forests aretheir own selves because they communicate, feel,represent, and modify: they not only make possible butalso host the future. ⁷ Forests contain both the humanrepresentation of forms, and the preexistingrepresentation of a being in one’s self.
Thinking is also a part of memory. If we did not havememory, would we even think? In the case of humans,our brains and bodies are instruments wherein memoryresides. But memory is also transcorporeal andcollective, as is thought. A thought is a response to thatmemory. A reflection is a brief recollection. The leaves ofMimosa pudica—or sensitive plant—clench instantly in aremembered moment. Could it be that in their memories,we humans are their predator? Or are they simply tellingus not to touch them by retreating? 

Mind and cognition seem to be defined by their veryincorporation into the world—through simple sensory-motor acts—in an endless and interspecies interactionof sensations: a coevolution and co-definition of what Iam on the inside, with what lies outside that defines me.This is a type of planthropocenic phenomenology thatresonates with the ideas of philosopher MauriceMerleau-Ponty, since we must understand that the ideaof humanity cannot be based on binary opposition toanimals or subhumans or the more-than-human. Butthen, what do we do with this knowledge of a plant’ssentience? What happens when we acknowledge the

fact that we are surrounded by nonhuman sentientbeings and we start to live as if plants were our mentors,granting them the respect they deserve?
In my case, I proceed with projects like the onedescribed in this text. From the political perspective of anation-state, it could be a recognition of the Rightsof Nature, like the one that was surprisingly included inthe 2008 Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador, whichmade this country the first in the world to grant thislegal status to nature. ⁷ However, since then we havecome to question if these rights really are atranscendent innovation, or if they are mere legalrhetoric, or even just a political project within a worldthat is dictated by extractivist capitalism. What is clear isthat a decolonial and antiracist analysis of thenonhuman is imperative in thinking about interspeciespolitics beyond the theatre of representing diversity thatis typical of demagoguery.
Seen from another perspective, the changes that occurupon noticing the sentience and intelligence of otherspecies reveal an attentiveness towards simpleorganisms as a means to understanding complexbehaviors. For example, the same Mimosa pudica thatreacts by touch, or a fly that has existed for thousandsof years, which knows how to avoid hitting walls andfeels the parameters of the room in which it flies, is inone’s self because this knowledge is self-sustaining,developed within its own epistemological world. Theseactions that seem like simple behavior are ones thattook humans hundreds of years to replicate. 

Memory of water

El Pensamiento de las Plantas is also a series aboutmemory retained in a vegetal body that, like the human,is largely comprised of water: a liquid memory thatoverflows, becoming transcorporeal. Vegetal bodies,human bodies, animal bodies: vessels of water that alsoprovide life at the same time. A tree as a water vessel isa being in one’s self, existing beyond us, and yet whoseexistence constructs us. Humans are dependent onplants. In the ebb and flow of natureculture, as DonnaHaraway puts it, I am also a being in one’s self, whosethoughts manifest themselves. In the name of alliance,discrepancy is permitted. My own thinking and memorycan provide an answer, as one representation—andrepresentative—in the world, distinct from the responseof another nonhuman body. In addition, my project isembedded in a factual story ⁹ as a way to speculate aresponse derived simultaneously from the notions ofboth reciprocity and difference. This story recounts the
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Figure 4. Paul Rosero Contreras. El Pensamiento de las Plantas.Devolución de la mirada (el objeto de estudio mira al estudiante).Fotografía, 2019.

Figure 5. Paul Rosero Contreras. El Pensamiento de las Plantas. Elmomento de la caída. Fotografía, 2019.

tragic death of German documentary filmmaker DieterPlage, who fell from a hot air balloon while filming amovie about the Sumatran rainforest canopy in 1993.

Since he began his career in the late 1950s, Dieter Plagebecame one of the most recognized naturecinematographers and documentary filmmakers. To himwe owe the unforgettable and dramatic recordings ofhumans interacting directly with wild animals in Africa,as well as other films about terrestrial and marinespecies that were widely broadcast on televisionnetworks in Europe and the United States. Plage, like theGerman naturalist Alexander von Humboldt in the 18thcentury, understood that the rainforest canopy was stillan unexplored aerial world, one in which he had to reachwith his camera.
In an era before the advent of commercial drones—orany other sophisticated remote-controlled flying device— Dieter Plage worked with British aeronautical engineerGraham Dorrington to build a hot air balloon that wouldallow him to shoot a film about the rainforest canopy, asite that was nearly inaccessible up to that point. Duringthe filming of the documentary, sponsored by NationalGeographic, the balloon got entangled in a treetop.Because the balloon was made for a single passenger,Plage alone faced the dilemma of either trying todisengage the trapped aircraft and continue the flight,or to save his camera. This predicament would be hislast: as he tried to disentangle himself from his cabin,Plage slipped and fell to his death. El Pensamiento de lasPlantas, then, embodies the visual material that waskept within the water-vesselled bodies of trees whowere eye witnesses to this tragedy: water transformedinto an image. 

The world, too, is made up of absences. Mimetic insectsdisappear altogether on leaves, camouflaged against thehampered vision of others. These insects live vis-à-vistheir absence. They are, only to the extent that theydisappear when faced with another's gaze, including ourown. There is no sense of reciprocity. It is absence,being in one’s self, that even allows for the possibility ofexisting. Hence, absence also creates the world.
My project includes an inflatable sculpture calledObituary: a scale model replica of Plage’s crashedaircraft.2 With it, I wanted to tell a story of death, anabsence that has created a legacy, a way of seeing, andthe gaze's potentiality for reciprocity. Assembling thisway of seeing is connected to non-Western ethicalprinciples, establishing an understanding of a being'sembodiment in one’s self that is contained within thenatural world. This is a way of looking at the mind of theuniverse, as the scientist Francisco Varela would put it.
In 1940, Jakob von Uexküll, a German biologist whospecialized in animal ethology, wrote that “a spider’sweb is...formed in a ‘fly-like’ manner, because the spideritself is ‘fly-like.’ To be ‘fly-like’ means that the bodystructure of the spider has taken on certain of the fly’scharacteristics.” ⁸ A web is a physical extension of thespider—a precise and geometric representation—thatallows it to capture insects so efficiently that the webresembles some mutual pact between the creatures.Being attuned to another being and penetrating itsphenomenological world requires, in a sense, anontological blurring: which part of the web is fly andwhich part is spider? Or, what part of the photographs inEl Pensamiento de las Plantas is forest, and what part ofthem is me? The mutability of senses in this projectpoints to how certain attempts at communication amongdifferent species can also embody another type ofbecoming that spills and blurs across ontologicalborders. In this case, between humans and plants. This
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Figure 6. Paul Rosero Contreras. El Pensamiento de las Plantas.Obituario. Inflatable sculpture, meteorite flakes, light filter. 2019.

1.  Here, I allow myself to draw a parallel with GillesDeleuze’s idea of becoming: “The animal is defined notby characteristics (specific, generic, etc.) but bypopulations that vary from milieu to milieu or within thesame milieu; movement occurs not only, or not primarily,by filiative productions but also by transversalcommunications between heterogeneous populations.Becoming is a rhizome, not a classificatory orgenealogical tree. Becoming is certainly not imitating, oridentifying with something; neither is it regressing-progessing; neither is it corresponding, establishingcorresponding relations; neither is it producing,producing a filiation or producing through filiation.Becoming is a verb with a consistency all its own; it doesnot reduce to, or lead back to, ‘appearing,’ ‘being,’‘equaling,’ or ‘producing.’ Becoming concerns alliance. Ifevolution includes any veritable becomings, it is in thedomain of symbioses that bring into play beings oftotally different scales and kingdoms, with no possiblefiliation.” 
2.  Dieter Plage was a naturalist with deepunderstanding and sympathy for the creatures hefilmed. His personal style was pioneering among naturedocumentary filmmakers. Instead of simply filmingnatural history in an orthodox way, he conceived andcovered great stories about the relationships betweenhumans and wildlife in a dramatic way that captivatedviewers. His work contributed towards making humansaware of nature as a world to be worshipped andrespected for the sake of their own survival. The tragedythat took his life is recounted in Werner Herzog andGraham Dorrington's documentary The White Diamond,filmed in Guyana in 2004.

“vegetal becoming” does not negate the fact that thehuman body is always present behind the image. Rather,it opens up the potentiality for blurring, a place fromwhich my project plants questions around the notion ofwhat it means to be human, while at the same timeenvisioning both humans and plants as fellowastronauts.

In other words, we no longer need to avoidrepresentation as if it were just a malevolent Eurocentricprocess of dissociation between things and words.Instead, we push for a representation that embracestrue access— and an overflowing experience—to theworld's richness.
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