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The Roots of Transformation



We need and are perhaps beginning to find different ideas, 
different feelings, if we are to know nature as varied and 
variable nature, as the changing conditions of a human world.

Raymond Williams
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The course is an independent, student-led 
project conducted during the University’s 
Educational Enhancement and 
Employability Week . . .

. . . a highlight 
of the student 

calendar!

Every year, in early spring, 
Liberal Arts students at the Ostrom 

University participate in an intensive, week-
long, course known as the Roots of 

Transformation . . .

. . . or, simply, 
‘ROOTS’.
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At last year’s 
International Teaching 
Innovation Awards, 
ROOTS came runner-
up in the category of 
“University Course 
Most likely to Challenge 
Prevailing Wisdoms 
in an Age of Roll-Out 
Neoliberalism”.

For the last 
10 years, ROOTS 
has encouraged 

students to

— and I quote 
directly from the 
course description 

here —

“think critically and 
creatively about the forces shaping 

modes of living and being in the 
contemporary world”

Welcome everyone 
to this year’s ROOTS 

extravaganza!!!

. . . with 
the aim of “fostering ideas 

among peers and decision makers that 
might help them render the world more 

equitable, sustainable . . .

That’s right, 
there’s room along 

the front here.

Don’t forget to 
sign the register!

Your comfort 
is our goal!

As befits the expansive intellectual grounding of 
a liberal arts programme, students are required to investigate 
the problem from multiple perspectives to create their own 

narrative of transformation . . .

. . . and to present this narrative to an 
expert panel including dignitaries from the Office of 

Scholarly Engagement, as well as to peers.

Themes in recent years 
include “Realising the Four-Day Week”; 

“Social Media and Social Inclusion” 
and “The End of Shopping”.

Tutors on the Liberal Arts 
Programme work with the University’s 
Office of Scholarly Engagement in Civil 
Society to determine the focus of the 

challenge each year.

Made up of various representatives 
from the local community, business sector 

and government, the remit of the Office is to 
“promote and share the benefits of research 

among local beneficiaries”.

ROOTS essentially involves 
its students exploring a contemporary 

social and cultural “challenge” from 
the vantage point of the local 

community.

and fun!”

Welcome, 
welcome!

Come in, come 
in, those of you who 

arrived late!
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Okay, so listen up now, 
before you all starting rushing 

out of class in excitement, 
can I ask you to spend a bit of 
time breaking down this year’s 

ROOTS proposition?

So try to think about any 
critical questions that lurk 

behind this invitation to 
reconnect people to 

nature, and where you 
might go to find 

out more.

6

snrk

click

The more specific challenge the 
Office of Scholarly Engagement in Civil 
Society wish to put before you is . . .

. . . drum roll, please . . .

This year’s ROOTS topic is befitting of Ostrom 
University’s recent declaration of a Climate and 

Ecological Emergency, and is entitled 
*Nature in the Modern World*.

Reconnecting 
People and Nature

Okay, so . . . 
Reconnecting people 

and nature?

Next group . . .

That seems 
to me the first 

step.

Next group  is . . .

. . . and that’s it!

. . . in the 
final group . . .

You’ll be working 
in groups . . .

Bethany, Michael, Sebastian, 
Chloe, Simone, and Joseph, you’ll 

be working together . . . As in, like, what’s meant by this 
thing called “nature” we’re meant 

to be re-connecting with?

Yeah, I thought they’d declared the END OF NATURE 
back in 1989 1, hadn’t they?

Along with 
THE END OF HISTORY and 

everything else.
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Well, I think for 
starters, we need to 
find ourselves one of 
Ostrom University’s 
finest cultural 
critics and 
theorists.

MEANINGS

2
MEANINGS

I know just the 
place to go.

And doesn’t the whole 
reconnection thing rather 

presuppose that people are 
separate from nature, 

anyway?

‘we are nature 
defending itself’.’

I recently went on an 
Extinction Rebellion march and 

everyone one was holding 
up signs saying

How does 
that figure?

. . . “the idea of nature contains, 
though often unnoticed, an extraordinary 

amount of human history”2.

Raymond Williams, the 
prominent cultural critic and 

theorist, did once say . . .
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In less than a week we have to make 
recommendations to the Office of Scholarly 

Engagement in Civil Society . . .

How may I be of 
assistance on this fine 

spring morning?

Well the problem 
goes something like 

this, Professor.

Whatever 
that is.

. . . on something to 
do with reconnecting 

people to nature.

Well, what do you 
think IT is?

Well, it’s like 
everything, 
I suppose.

What?

Nature.

Whoever 
they are. 
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You mean nature 
as sort of life, 

the universe and 
everything?

That sort 
of drift of 

things?

Yep. 
Everything! 

You’re just left with a vast 
mulch of sameness!

Which is all very interesting, but doesn’t 
help us with the assignment.

Very well. We hear the word 
nature and think of the green 

planet. The living world. 

Which sort of raises problems for this whole 
reconnection thing, right?

If nature is everything, then how 
can people reconnect with it? 

They already are IT. 

That’s a classic 
definition: nature in 

the singular.

One vast, 
all-encompassing 

entity.

So that’s 
Nature in the 
UNIVERSAL

sense. 

What, like 
anything?

Well, 
‘green’.

What, 
nature?

Yeah, me 
too.

No, 
green. 

That’s what 
I see.

Anything!

As in the 
“official” colour 

of life.

Yeah, but without the 
people. Wilderness. That’s 
the thing that comes up 

in my mind.

And money 
and jealously.

So let’s start 
again from the 

beginning.

If I said ‘nature’, what sort of words 
or images does that conjure up?
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I think it’s 
important to be clear that this 

pristine wilderness type of nature 
is, as the environmental historian 

William Cronon puts it . . .

Cronon argues that, “far from being 
the one place on earth that stands 
apart from humanity, wilderness 

is quite profoundly a human 
creation.”
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Nature is like this 
almost pristine and 

untouched thing. Like 
the Sahara Desert

. . . or the Amazon.

I went to 
Yosemite once! 

It was 
sublime. 

Or the Great 
Barrier Reef.

That’s a second major 
definition. Nature as in the 

absence of humans. 

AKA Nature 
‘out there’. 

Okay, so what I think you 
are all chasing after here is the 

NON-HUMAN WORLD.

Nature as it should be! 
Fresh and pure. Real 

nature. The wild!!!

Well, drawing lines 
and circles around areas and 

calling them wilderness areas, for starters.

That’s an 
act of culture, and a 

cultural fact, so to speak; the 
partitioning of space into these 
natural and non-natural realms.

Seb’s got a point there. 
What has the absence 

of people got to do with 
the idea of reconnecting 

people with nature?

It’s like nature is ‘over there’ 
and culture is ‘over here’. They now 

seem completely separate. 

We’ve gone 
from one extreme 

to another!

Meaning?

“not quite what 
it seems”.

Okay, can 
I interject 

here? 

I’m liking 
that. I’m liking 

that a lot.

This whole 
‘reconnecting to nature’ 
thing is starting to make 

more sense to me.

Yeah, Chloe, but didn’t you 
just say nature is this pristine 

and untouched thing? 

That sounds 
like a bit of a 
contradiction. 
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For me, that’s what it means to 
reconnect people to nature. 

We’ve lost something 
along the way.

You mean that people 
are inventing their own 

idea of nature?
Our 

vulnerability, 
in a way. 

Yeah, it points to our 
insignificance in the larger 

scheme of things. 

That’s such a 
beautiful way of 

putting it.

When you’re looking up 
at a dark sky, or standing on a 

mountain top, you’re sort of re-
acquainting yourself with some 

deeper cosmic force.

Yeah, a longing to get 
away from our computer 

screens and phones.

Yeah, it’s like being in the 
presence of something much 

larger that yourself.

Now, I just want to 
say here you’re starting to 

draw heavily on a third major 
definition of nature.

An insignificant little 
blue-green planet orbiting an 

unregarded yellow sun.

Spaceship 
earth and all 

that.

I don’t know 
what you are all 
talking about.

Nature as a 
SUPERORDINATE

force.

An inherent 
power or organising 

principle.

Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the Galaxy, 

anyone?

We’re like at the 
mercy of all these 
things of which we 
are a trivial part.

If I recall well, the Galactic 
Hyperspace Planning Council 
plans to demolish planet 
Earth to make way 
for a hyperspatial 
express route.

Yes, as Cronon 
suggests rather 
eloquently . . .

“as we gaze into 
the mirror wilderness 
holds up for us, we too 

easily imagine that what 
we behold is Nature, 

when in fact we see the 
reflection of our own 
unexamined longings 

and desires.”

I learnt about that in 
my geo-science foundation 

year module.

You mean 
like Gaia?
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It’s a bit like all 
those people who talk 

about the consequences 
of “messing” with 

nature, isn’t it?

Yes, so nature as 
an all-powerful, all 

knowing force, waiting 
to exact revenge on 

us, it seems.

Sort of like 
Frankenstein’s 

monster.  

Cosmic. 
I like that.

Which I 
rather liked.

Totally!

Right!

Yeah!

I learnt 
about that in my 

literary foundations 
module. 

How many 
foundation courses 
have you been on, 

Simone?

Look, can we 
PUH-LEASE get it this 

back on track?

We started on 
EVERYTHING IS NATURE, then 

it was NON HUMAN WORLD that 
we visit at the weekend…

And now it’s some 
SUPERORDINATE phenomenon 

we’re all at the mercy of??

Perhaps it’s 
better to then regard 
humans as enrolled 

in a web of relations, 
what some have called 

THE WEB OF LIFE.

Absolutely

. . . but making the 
whole ‘connecting to nature’ 

thing work, too.

So perhaps we might talk of 
human and non-human nature, 
thus preserving this ‘nature is 

everything’ idea

It’s the idea 
that Earth is a self-
regulating system.

Gaia –aka Earth– 
has these sort of 
godlike powers.

I would venture that one of things we can 
perhaps agree on here is that simple 
distinction between the cultural 
and natural world is quite 
tricky to police, 
right?
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Or that nature only means a 
certain thing, like wilderness, 
forgetting that “wildness that 
dwells everywhere within and 
around us”. I am quoting our 

friend William Cronon 
again!
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Yes, so 
it’s a web of 

relations. 

Well, it’s 
been deep, 

Prof.

As in, that 
professor is naturally

very helpful!

Reconnection has 
almost a double edge 

in that sense.

An essential quality 
or defining property 

of something, an 
ESSENCE.

Like people 
don’t just exist in some 

parallel dimension?

So you mean like nature 
is this realm beyond people, 
but in a way people are also 

caught up in it, too?

It’s like people 
are as much a part

of nature . . .

. . . as they 
are apart from

nature.

whatever 
you might 
call them.

I think what I’m learning is that 
there is the need for us focus on the kind 
of relations you want to foster between 

these human and non-human realms

Like nature has 
nothing to do with us, 

so we are absolved from 
responsibility for it.

As Cronon explains, these separations 
lead to “specific habits of thinking” that 

are unhelpful and often negative. 

Yes, but also to be 
careful of these simple 

dualisms of nature 
and culture.

Like?

I am, 
after all, a professor 
of the environmental 

humanities.

By the way, 
that’s the fourth major 

definition of Nature.

It’s in my 
nature to be 

deep.

Before we go, any useful references 
for some bedtime reading? That’s quite 

a book collection you have there.

Why thank 
you! Feel free 

to browse.
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Uncommon Ground: Rethinking 

the Human Place in Nature

Cronon, 

W., Ed.

1996

What is 
Nature? Culture, 

Politics and the Non Human

Soper, K.

1995

Castre
e, N.

Glacken, 

C.J.

1967

Traces on the Rhodian Shore: 

Nature and Culture in Western 

Thought fro
m Ancient Times to

 

the End of th
e Eighteenth Century

Making sense of Nature
2014

NATURE AS 
SUPERORDINATE

NATURE AS UNIVERSAL NATURE AS EXTERNAL

NATURE AS ESSENCE

An inherent power, force 
or organising principle. 

The entire physical world, 
of which humans are 

a part.

The non-human 
world. A realm beyond 

human activity.

An essential quality or 
defining property of 

something.

Can I just take a picture 
of these ones here, the 

stack on your desk?

Yes, of 
course!

Now smile for 
the camera! I said 

SMILE!!

to be to continued . . .
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When a group of liberal arts students embark 
on a university assignment about the natural 
environment, no one could have quite prepared 
them for the bewildering array of questions 
and provocations to confront them in their task. 

What starts out as an earnest attempt to 
understand nature in the modern world, turns into 
a philosophical and practical tangle that only a good 
transdisciplinary education can provide. Can anyone 
save the day and actually start to value ‘nature’? 
And if they can’t, then what’s stopping them?

http://valuing-nature .net/

@ValuingN @RobFish5 @holljmck
#ValuingNatureBook




