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Chapter 1 Introduction: Seeking a Different Place for the Arts in Survival

The global environment crisis already constitutes ‘an unbearable intrusion on someone’s beliefs, values and interests’ (Latour 2020, 13).1 How might arts practices be reimagined in the face of the escalating number of manifestations of the crisis? How might they help us re-imagine ourselves in the world outside of human exceptionalism and progress, cultural narratives that have dominated the Western world for more than 500 years since the Renaissance? Can the arts offer alternative ways of knowing that counter the authority of ‘technoscience’ to shape Earth as an object for our human convenience? Technoscience is a term that philosopher of science Isabelle Stengers (b. 1949) uses to describe the ways science has been ‘enslaved’ by the state and industry, capitalism and growth, in the development of what is called the economy of knowledge (Stengers 2011, 11; 2023, 53, 56). Multiple articulations of this challenge come from within the arts, and from practices and disciplines collaborating with the arts. These pose a question as to what sorts of arts practices face the challenges of this time. Helen Mayer Harrison (1927–2018) and Newton Harrison (1932–2022), ‘the Harrisons’, have for more than 50 years pioneered a practice that is focused by ecologies and have sought to engage in precisely such a re-thinking. Their response to the intrusion has been to only make work that in some sense addresses the well-being of the environment. They made this decision in 1969-70. It is not made in a moment but rather sets the artists on an adventure, as is clear from their own description of their chronology in The Lagoon Cycle catalogue (referring to themselves in the third person):



1970

The Harrisons begin collaboration as artists. Through 1973 they develop The Survival Series, from which they develop a discourse or theory they call the ecological argument. (H. M. Harrison and Harrison 1985b, 99)




The ‘ecological argument’ has been explored by the Harrisons in different ways and at different scales, first in quasi-scientific experiments, then in watersheds and bioregions, and eventually at continental scale. Entropy has been a key organising concept in this work, particularly since 2007 in the Force Majeure projects.2



We believe that present day capitalism, unless it finds the way to give back to the life web more than it takes, by internalizing biological exchange, will continue to generate [a] sixth extinction and the overarching simplification and further degeneration of the web of life. The partial collapse of the life web is highly probable, as demonstrated by the physical laws of the conservation of energy. We know that when energy is changed from one form to another there is always a net loss, thermodynamically expressed as entropy. (N. Harrison 2021a, 63)




A healthy low entropy system is one where the transformations of energy (the processes of living, reproducing, and dying) mean that energy in the system can continue to work, in other words that energy is not dispersed, becoming unusable and inert.3 The Harrisons express this as part of the framing of the Force Majeure in a short text4:



Matter/energy can be transformed from one form to another. Matter/energy can be neither created nor destroyed. When matter/energy is transformed from one form to another, there is a net loss of available energy to perform work. This loss is called entropy. A system that has been so transformed and has lost energy moves towards higher local entropy. A system that maintains its ability to take useful energy into itself and dissipate unuseful energy tends to be a healthy, low-entropy system. (H. M. Harrison and Harrison 2016, 374)




Nature constantly reuses waste (biological exchange) whereas Western cultures have not prioritised this, resulting in the simplification and degeneration of the web of life. We face a ‘force majeure’, that is, we have created the circumstances, in terms of exponential population growth, sudden increases in energy consumption, and runaway economic development, which can only be characterised as a high entropy system resulting in the climate crisis and sixth extinction. In a playful reversal of the meaning of force majeure as an ‘escape’ clause, the Harrisons propose that there is no escape as long as we continue along the current trajectory of creating high entropy systems (2016, 426ff.). The escalating environmental crisis is the context that makes the Harrisons’ work over the past 50 years particularly prescient. The speed and scale of change is now a matter of scientific fact that in turn generates matters of shared concern for how to imagine and organise a common future. High entropy, as the Harrisons recognise, is a useful way to understand the underlying problem as it characterises the consequences of not thinking ecologically.

It is noticeable that many ecological scientists are increasingly turning to the arts to help society to think through how best to move forward. In a recent collaboration between the philosopher of science Bruno Latour (1947–2022) and the curator of arts and media Peter Weibel (1944–2023) in 2020, Latour suggests we are no longer equipped to deal with the terrifying news of environmental devastation. He appeals to scientific colleagues to rethink what they might expect from the arts as something more than popularisation and ornamentation, indicating that the arts can be an important contributor to understanding and acting in the world differently (Latour 2020). He is joined by contemporaries such as Isabelle Stengers, as well as Donna Haraway (b. 1944), and Anna Tsing (b. 1952), in turning towards artists as public intellectuals in a far-reaching reappraisal of what it means to be human. Haraway, a feminist in the biological sciences, increasingly uses science fiction as an opening to a more than human world (Haraway 2011). Tsing, an anthropologist, investigates life ‘in the ruins’ through the experiences of mushroom pickers improvising their existence in the margins of mainstream society. The mushroom economy forms a powerful image of a dystopian future (Tsing 2016). Stengers, like Latour, is a philosopher of science in search of a different science, one that is freed from the dictates of capitalist interests, free to ask questions that matter to the future of humanity.

These important thinkers from their diverse discipline perspectives share with the Harrisons the enormity of the challenge of what it means to be human from an ecological perspective. All acknowledge that aesthetics has an important role to play in encouraging this different imaginary. Less well developed is an understanding of what and how the arts contribute. It is a truism to say the arts affect our subjectivity, affect how we imagine ourselves to be, but what does it mean to do so when the arts enter the public realm, as in this case seeking to actively contribute to issues outside of art? Frequently the art is ignored or reduced to good social work or ecological work or damned as inadequate science. It is initially to Stengers and her major undertaking to ‘think with’ the mathematician and philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947), that we turn to think through this question of art and the radical shift the Harrisons make in repositioning the arts within an ecological argument. Stengers in her practice of ‘thinking with Whitehead’ has opened the opportunity for us to engage with Whitehead’s writings on process philosophy. We share with her a sense that his thinking has been critical to the development of ecological thinking beyond the narrow confines of the biological sciences just as the Harrisons have sought to shape a form of art and poetics beyond the narrow confines of the art institution.5

Before embarking on this venture, it is important as a first step to reflect on what the arts to date have specifically offered to social environmental challenges. Diego Galafassi et al. in their sociological analysis of this issue draw on a range of case studies and reveal a wide range of possibilities (2018, 71–79). Artists can communicate science in ways that extend its reach, a function not far perhaps from Latour’s notion of ‘popularization’.



In a quieter period, it might make sense for scientists to reject the collaboration of artists, or to limit their help to decoration and popularization. Not in a time of crisis such as that of the newly moving Earth. (Latour 2020, 18)




Artists can open the imagination to serendipity and develop forms of experimentation that are different from positivist science and that explore futures imaginatively. They can embrace the complexity of emotions and values that confront human beings and construct spaces of interaction engaging the human and non-human in processes of knowledge exchange and civic participation. These largely positive qualities of the arts are tempered by writers such as Amitav Ghosh (b. 1956), who, as a writer of fiction and non-fiction, raises questions about what form of art serves the challenges we face appropriately. Ghosh questions whether the modern Western novel and its particularly narrow focus on the subjective experiences of individual characters can sufficiently address the scale of the issues involved in environmental change (2016). As a form the novel may in fact depend upon an assumption of ecological stability and therefore exacerbate the problem. Such examples across the arts and humanities reveal a restless search for a different future, one that is wide-eyed to the challenges we face but also refuses to be crushed by the overwhelming evidence of the speed and criticality of the change, and the need for rapid forms of adaptation against time.

Why are the Harrisons important to this discussion? For some contemporary artists like Ghosh the environmental crisis emerges as something of an intrusion in thinking and being that challenges their ways of working and the institutions that support them and their audiences. The Harrisons also experienced the intrusion from the mid-1960s, Newton as an established gallery artist and Helen as a Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1340s–1400) scholar and educationalist. They committed to addressing the environment in response to profound, personal, and disruptive experiences, including reading Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, which explored the effects of dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) on biodiversity (1962). Over 50 years they painstakingly evolved a form of practice in which environmental well-being is front and centre, simultaneously subject, content, and to an extent process. While the Harrisons’ projects resulted in exhibitions in a wide range of conventional and unconventional spaces, they have also been included in most major group exhibitions that define the development of art and ecology,6 and been included in both the Venice Biennale and Documenta.7 They were represented from the late 1970s by a major New York commercial gallery where many of their key projects were re-exhibited.8 They have had to reinvent themselves as individuals and create a way of working appropriate to their commitment to only make work that would help them understand the web of life and its needs, not the narrow interests of humans alone. Their work is open to the world and its mutability. It is in their terms ‘post-categorical’ (H. M. Harrison and Harrison 2007b, n.p.) or ‘post-disciplinary’ (Ingram Allen 2008, 30), led by circumstances on the ground. It is situated in the sense that they begin in particular places and raise questions in response to what they find through conversation. They create opportunities for discourse and the sharing of knowledge and experience in which the voice of the farmer or birdwatcher is as relevant as that of the expert scientist. They become saturated in knowing a place and connect place with ecological systems, creating feedback loops that allow for new learning. They describe their process as a form of ‘conversational drift’, a key concept underpinning the work’s 50-year evolution. It is through conversational drift as a process that is informed and open-ended, participatory and generative, that they tackle the challenge of high entropy systems. Importantly, this approach stimulates and provokes emotional intelligence and the energy to rebuild a world in common through the coming together of plural, potentially contradictory perspectives. These characteristics, carefully developed as a practice that is profoundly aesthetic, poetic and artistic, find interesting parallels in the ways the scientists mentioned above are currently rethinking science and its relevance to the future of the planet.

As authors we have written on the Harrisons’ practice from a diversity of perspectives: on metaphor, on improvisation, on inconsistency and contradiction, as a poetic form, in relation to policy and governance, and in relation to irony and the absurd.9 We also have experience of working closely with the Harrisons to produce the work. Anne Douglas, as a Board member at the time of an arts organisation located in a town in the Northeast of Scotland impacted by flooding, was instrumental in inviting the Harrisons to help the community to come to terms with the flooding as an experience of climate change. This resulted in Newton Harrison’s work On the Deep Wealth of this Nation, Scotland (2018) (fig. 1-2)10. Chris Fremantle was producer for the Harrisons’ Greenhouse Britain: Losing Ground, Gaining Wisdom (2006–09) (fig. 3-6) that investigated the patterns and implications of sea level rise on the island of Britain.11 Both were involved in supporting the other project as well. Our research to date has largely addressed artists and their audiences interested in exploring new forms of artistic practice. We have researched how the Harrisons work with scientists and the relationship between their work and environmental policy and governance. In this book, we read more deeply into the philosophy of science and have uncovered shared concerns that point to an underlying commonality between the domains of science, art, and politics. By connecting these diverse bodies of work, including Stengers and Whitehead in the philosophy of science with the Harrisons and related thinkers in art, noting synergies and contradictions, it becomes possible to encounter and cross-fertilise a plurality of perspectives that have hitherto been siloed. This book explores this commonality and its implications for making a ‘world in common’ as a political process that is grounded in individual judgement. It explores the implications for a different aesthetic, an ecological aesthetic (Steiner 2019), one that is more than a sensory exchange between people and their environments. An ecological aesthetic, eminent designer, and regional planner, Frederick Steiner argues, is capable of taking into account socio-cultural and political interrelationships countering entropy by working with the organisation, structure, and function of ecosystems, understood through aesthetic as well as analytic means.




[image: A series of round maps of Scotland in colorful frames hanging along a wall.]Figure 1: ‘On the Deep Wealth of this Nation, Scotland’ (2018) Installation view at Taipei Biennial, Taiwan (courtesy of the Newton and Helen Harrison Family Trust)12[image: A round map of Scotland in a blue and red frame with text on the side.]Figure 2: ‘On the Deep Wealth of this Nation, Scotland’ (2018) detail (courtesy of the Newton and Helen Harrison Family Trust)

[image: Five men squatting and looking at a large map in a white frame lying on the floor.]Figure 3: ‘Greenhouse Britain: Losing Ground, Gaining Wisdom’ Reviewing initial sea level rise maps at the Arnolfini Gallery, Bristol, England. From left: Tom Trevor (Director), Newton Harrison, Martin Clarke (Curator), Helen Mayer Harrison, Chris Fremantle (2006) (courtesy of David Haley)[image: People in a room with maps on the walls, sitting around a large tabletop made of a carved-out map.]Figure 4: ‘Greenhouse Britain’ – Lecture at exhibition opening, Centre for Contemporary Art and the Natural World (CCANW), Haldon Forest, Exeter, England (2007) (courtesy of CCANW)[image: A woman standing in front of a wall with large maps talking to an audience.]Figure 5: ‘Greenhouse Britain’ ‘Bright Sparks’ workshop with associated installation, Gunpowder Park, Essex, England (2008) (courtesy of David Haley)[image: A wall with large maps and on the floor a carved-out map on feet.]Figure 6: ‘Global Warming: Greenhouse Britain, 2006-2009, and Related Works 1974-2009’ (January 10 – February 7, 2009) Installation view Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York. (Private collection courtesy Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York)Why have we, as authors and artist researchers, made the unlikely choice to work with on the one hand Whitehead’s process philosophy and writings on science (2022, 2015, 1985, 1978, 1967, 1948), and on the other Stengers, who works with Whitehead’s philosophy.



…I am part of a motley crew of ‘Whiteheadians’, of those ecologists, feminists and educators, theologians, and so on, who have discovered that Whitehead helped them to imagine and to fight against “ready-made” models. and above all not to despair. (Stengers 2011, 11)




As authors and artists researchers, we are also part of that motley crew resisting the despair of runaway environmental change. One of the precepts of artistic research is to consider practice in relation to the different histories of ideas that inform and shape the work. This is our motive for turning predominantly to Whitehead and Stengers as critical friends and to others as relevant to the issues under discussion. Whitehead and Stengers are deeply concerned with a similar challenge, in their case constructed as a rethinking of science’s understanding of nature through philosophy. At a moment of societal change, artistic research supports a process of examining the assumptions, values, and ways of working through which the Harrisons’ practice has evolved. That being said we are not experts on Whitehead’s work, and we focus, with the assistance of Stengers, on key concepts that offer a side light on the work of the Harrisons and on how we might re-think the arts.13 Stengers not only offers an up-to-date reading of Whitehead and his relevance to our time of technoscience, but also acts as a bridge to our understanding.

The crisis is one in which no-one, let alone a single discipline or discipline group, has the solutions. It invites us, even compels us, to reach out of knowledge domains and comfort zones, to undertake an ‘adventure’. Stengers’ approach to Whitehead gives us permission to undertake the adventure of ideas, of hope, and of experiment that Whitehead proposes. ‘Adventure’ in Whitehead, she argues, characterises that we are dealing with reality and situates us in speculative thinking (Stengers 2011, 18). She further inflects this as ‘accepting an adventure from which none of the words that serve as our reference points should emerge unscathed but from which none will be disqualified or denounced as a vector of illusion’ (Stengers 2011, 15). In doing this Stengers offers an approach to a discourse that is different from conventional forms of account such as art history or critical theory. She does not seek to create a ‘history’, just as we are not seeking to create a history of the Harrisons’ work (Stengers 2011, 23–24). In her approach to Whitehead, she takes up the central problem of the ‘bifurcation of nature’ and develops key concepts such as ‘leap of the imagination’ and ‘adventure’. She develops further concepts out of her reading of Whitehead such as ‘inventing a field’ and ‘storytelling’. She provides an approach to the process of ‘thinking with’ offering a series of questions that she understands to be necessary correlates.



Every adventure thus calls forth the generic question ‘what does it make matter?’ which can also mean ‘how is the contrast between success and defeat defined for it?’ (Stengers 2011, 19)




And:



[T]he point is to experiment with the effects of that leap: what it does to thought, what it obliges one to do, what it renders important, and what it makes remain silent. (Stengers 2011, 22)




These questions, which so clearly draw on Whitehead’s writings, will underpin our approach as we seek to rethink the role of the arts.

Whitehead’s process philosophy, which we explore in relation to the Harrisons’ work in Chapter 2, is called a philosophy of the organism. Whitehead starts with the ‘bifurcation of nature’. For Whitehead this highlights the way the sciences split nature between abstracted, measurable aspects organised around a particular notion of ‘causality’ stripping away all sensory qualities of an experience, and the way nature is ‘apprehended’ by separating subject from object, reducing perception to visual perception (Whitehead 2015, 18-32). The bifurcation, and each of its resulting forms – the reduction to measurement and the separation of viewer and viewed – are both equally problematic. The subject/object split structures our relationship to knowledge as a duality between the knower (subject) and what is known (object) and this duality in turn frames our relations with the environment, severing in our minds the profound entanglement and co-dependence of humans with the life around them. This in turn has encouraged the licence to use and exploit. Whitehead proposes a different idea of nature within an expanded notion of perception, one based in process and ‘event’ where organic and inorganic entities interact and co-create their environments. It is through process and event that all life emerges. Life is an ‘adventure’, thinking is an adventure of ideas, and language an adventure in interpretation. Inertia at all levels of existence and within all forms of life results in mere repetition. While repetition is necessary to sustaining life through objects and processes that endure, creativity and experimentation, taking ‘a leap of the imagination’ beyond the assumptions and ‘safe limits of learned rules of taste’ (Whitehead 1985, 279), create the circumstances for novelty and change. Where excessive repetition and inertia leads to death, creativity and the imagination enable us to renew life always within some degree of constraint.

We might imagine the central concept of ‘event’ through some examples, including the practice of drawing; the work of anthropologist and theorist of entanglement Tim Ingold, who has studied Whitehead; and works by the British conceptual artist John Latham (1921–2006). In drawing from life, for example, it would be easy to describe the experience in terms of the separation of subject and object: the model or still life presents an array of objects to me, the drawer. These transmit information to the brain that in turn ‘re-pictures’ the image, presenting this back in a new form through materials such as paper, lead pencil, and charcoal. However, our experience of drawing suggests something different. Drawing is more like suspending any sense of intention, giving oneself over to tracing an experience of a small part of the world, creating ‘a moment’ in which I am present, active, and alive. This experience gives way to a ‘perishing’ in Whitehead’s terms. It undergoes a transition, becoming a resolved drawing that can be experienced in a new way. It becomes potential for new experience. This new experience could be one of simply viewing the new drawing (by myself or by another) as aesthetic pleasure or it could offer the potential, the energy, to embark on a different drawing. The way anyone draws is also connected to and influenced by their own physiology, life history, and cultural histories of representation, acting as ‘eternal objects’ perhaps, along with qualities of material, tone, colour, and so on. ‘Perishing’ is interesting in this respect. A drawing can appear ‘unfinished’ and yet be no longer open to the creative potential of the moment. Its perishing and transition into new potential is palpable to the drawer and often determined by the drawing, out of the control of the drawer.

Turning to Ingold, he discusses the relationship between trees and wind asking us where the tree that has grown bent by the prevailing wind on the coast ‘ends’ and the wind ‘begins’. He asks of quivering leaves of the Aspen trees, the rustling reeds, the ripples on water, do these cause the wind, to which he answers, ‘Of course not!’ but goes on to say, ‘if, by wind, we mean its music to our ears, or its sun-dance to our eyes, then yes – leaves, ripples and reeds do make the wind. For when I say I hear the wind, or see it on the surface of the lake, the sounds I hear are made by leaves just as much as is the light I see made by ripples’ (Ingold 2021, 24). Ingold is interested in the affective relation that means that every entity participates in generating nature’s capacity to endure. He is drawing attention to this complex corporeal entangled understanding of the world, rather than one understood in terms of discrete objects. He explores this through ‘lines’, trajectories more than graphics, as a conceptual device with which, like Paul Klee, he can focus on the world as we experience it.



One could perhaps compare wandering to drawing: as the draughtsman traces a line with his pencil, so the wanderer – walking along – paces a line with his feet. Paul Klee had explicit resort to this comparison in his celebrated definition of drawing as ‘taking a line for a walk’. (Ingold 2015, 60)




For Ingold the example of the bent over tree is a ‘knot’ (entangled lines) where tree and wind and ground and topography are inseparable. It is also a very clear way to focus on event, the inseparability of the spatial and the temporal in the process of becoming. Ingold says, ‘So entangled are these lines that it is scarcely possible to say with any certainty where any particular tree ends and the rest of the world begins. Is the bark a part of the tree? If so, then what of the insects which burrow in it, or the lichens that hang from it? And if the insects are part of the tree, then why should we not also include the bird that nests there? Or even the wind…?’ (Ingold 2013, 87). This approach, where the phenomenal is intrinsic to being rather than something to do with human perception attributed to objects, might help us to understand Whitehead’s construction of event as not subject to the bifurcation.

The third way to imagine event might be through two works by John Latham. Latham grappled with quantum physics and made two groups of artworks in response to his understandings, works that might speak to Whitehead’s notion of ‘event’. Whether Latham was aware of Whitehead or not, he shared the insight that scientific systems should take account of human actions, that art could be considered a kind of intuitive science that makes clear “what is for and what is against mankind” (Marlis Grüterich quoted in Conzen-Meairs 1991, 10).



[L]atham regards the artist as an individual who is capable of universal insight; the purpose of art is, for him, the recreation of the lost relationship between the individual and the whole. As a result, he is engaged in a critique of the Natural Sciences, since he feels they have failed by not taking human existence into account within their system. The result of this has been an alternative formulation of a theory of time which includes the person and his motivation. By regarding the fundamental unit of the universe not as a particle but as an event, the traditional dualistic separation of material and consciousness becomes invalid. (Conzen-Meairs 1991, 9)




Latham conceives of the artist, himself included, as an ‘incidental person’ integral to the society in which they find themselves, rather than a maker of objects. The latter would involve conformity to the marketplace, which Latham, like the Harrisons, refuses to do.14 In his One-Second Drawings (1970–77), Latham used spray paint on unprimed canvas to enact and create a visual manifestation of what he termed a ‘least moment’ or event. In the Time-Base Roller works (1972–87) (fig. 7) Latham presents his theory of time in relation to a length and width of flat canvas, wound on a roller, which is operated by an electric switch. Along the top of the canvas, time is divided into intervals that mirror the way the human mind imagines time. A in the top left-hand corner marks a ‘least event’, the shortest duration; M at a halfway point marks the present of an individual; P marks an event of human time, approximately 30 years; Q marks ‘the boundary of Reason or society and its rules, the rational/structural’. RST marks intuition and consciousness and STU the domain of truth where U is the time base of the whole universe (Douglas 2013a, 211). The roller unfurls in response to the switch. Most of the canvas is obscured from view. The narrow visible strip that can be seen represents ‘now’ and the face against the wall is ‘then’, the past. It is interesting to note that Whitehead also creates a paradoxical image of the world disclosed within that which remains undisclosed. In discussing the experience of an event, he suggests that whatever is made apparent through an event, another part that anchors the event in the world is ‘out of sight’. Far from being Plato’s hidden, more ideal, determined world, the other side of Latham and Whitehead’s reality is the indeterminate potential from which an occasion of experience selects.

These three examples suggest ways of imagining ‘event’ in the Whiteheadean sense. The experience of drawing characterised by what one brings to it, what is going on during the process of drawing, as well as how one knows when it is ‘done’, is ‘captured’ in Whitehead’s articulation of event. Ingold’s experiential articulation of wind and trees provides an account beyond mere causality. Latham foregrounds the temporality of event.

In Chapter 2 ‘Thinking with’ we explore how Whitehead’s process philosophy and Stengers’ particular questions can help us understand the Harrisons’ Survival Pieces (1970–74) and the ways in which they are key to the development of the Harrisons’ ‘ecological argument’. The Survival Pieces are a series of quasi-scientific experiments modelling and recreating ecosystems exhibited as artworks.

Whitehead’s conceptualisation of event and the way Stengers draws their relevance to new forms of human–environmental relations, invite us to ask questions about what is made to matter and how differing criteria of judgement are revealed in the Survival Pieces. These works produce collisions between values associated with ecology and high cultures. While the works look novel and to some un-art-like, they are informed by specific previous experiences of the Harrisons, as well as fundamentals such as colour and pattern. The Harrisons treat each work as an opportunity from which to learn and grow the practice through ecological insight.

In Chapter 3, The Lagoon Cycle, unresolved issues identified in the Survival Pieces give form to the Harrisons’ seminal work of that name (1974–85). This work marks a step change from modelling partial ecosystems in galleries to exploring actual damaged ecosystems and developing reflective and critical thinking. The story told in the The Lagoon Cycle starts from an exploration of the potential of the Scylla Serrata crab, native to Sri Lanka, for aquaculture farming in California. The implications of bifurcating nature become very clear within this work. The Harrisons start out along a very conventional pathway of technoscience where the goal of the research is to build a system, in this case of industrial fish farming. The further the Harrisons as artists travel along that path, the clearer becomes the potential damage to the environment. The work is constructed as a dialogue between two positions, the active Lagoon Maker, the embodiment of creativity, and the reflective Witness who tracks the implications of actual and proposed experiments undertaken by the artists. Whitehead’s key concepts of life as a process of emergence and perishing bring into a sharp focus the transition that the Harrisons undergo as they shift from imagining crab farming at scale to speculating on the disastrous environmental consequences of their proposal. The differences between technoscience founded in the bifurcation of nature and those of art and its ‘indirect power…to express the truth about the nature of things’ (Whitehead 1985, 249) become apparent as the artists increasingly rely on their sense of judgement and deepening feeling for the dependence between the crab and its environment to guide their choices.




[image: On a wall a white electrified roller blind, hanging from a panel on which the letters “A” “M” “PQR” “UZ”; in the middle of the blind a small column with text.]Figure 7: John Latham, ‘Time-Base Roller with Graphic Score’ (1987) (with Basic T Diagram on left). Canvas, electric motor operating metal bar, wood, graphite. Photo Ken Adlard (courtesy of John Latham Foundation and Lisson Gallery, 2005)They notice that the natural world and human cultures share a dynamic in common: both are forms of improvisation. They also notice patterns of continuity across time and space that endure, offering potential for new life. The next two chapters, 4 and 5, pick up on both improvisation and systems in relation to the Harrisons’ work and reveal that they are connected, the one acting as a foil to the other.

Chapter 4, On Improvisation, explores the Harrisons’ work through one of Whitehead’s key pairings, constraint and freedom. The pairings, like truth and beauty or appearance and reality, are a way of ordering and characterising ideas and how they relate among alternatives. We often interpret human history in terms of constraint and freedom, Whitehead observes, conferring value on what otherwise might become a meaningless succession of events (Whitehead 1967, 8). Whitehead’s construction of event can be imagined as improvisatory in the sense that organisms are free to inherit from the past selectively in new occasions of experience in the environment. Such freedom is dependent upon constraints to channel and intensify experience. The body of a living organism functions in this way (Whitehead 1978, 107). The process frequently results in novelty, such as organisms evolving from simple to more complex states. For the Harrisons constraint and freedom characterise their understanding of improvisation as underpinning both natural systems and cultural processes. Improvisation is their way of describing the meeting of fresh and salt water in an estuarial lagoon along with the fluctuations of abundance and scarcity in cultures, always at risk and changeable. An array of different perspectives enriches and expands this understanding of improvisation. Massumi (b. 1956), philosopher and social theorist, in search for a different politics, situates improvisation in nature, using Whitehead’s notion of process to explore play in animals as an aesthetic experience. Play allows for variation and breaks with simple repetition. Chaudhuri (b. 1962) and Peters (b. 1952), key writers and musicians on improvisation, explore improvisatory skill, discipline, and imagination that is necessary to holding a crucial tension between adventure and communicability. Where Ghosh looks for a suitable form in the arts to address the environmental crisis, improvisation offers a practice oriented towards the livingness of the world. It can take shape as a predicament, such as the environmental crisis. To avoid becoming trapped, we create ways to escape, generating a ‘more to life’ or what Whitehead calls ‘a creative advance’. As a practice in the world improvisation can be imagined as a counterpoint to the ‘mere repetition’ of industrial productivity.

Chapter 5, On the Poetics and Aesthetics of Systems, starts from the observation that the Harrisons frequently use the language of systems in their work, through words in their poetic texts such as ‘database’, ‘boundary’, ‘stability’, ‘changes of state’ and the forms such as maps and diagrams as visual elements. However, these are used playfully and plastically, in ways that are interpreted through understandings from art practice. We might understand that the Harrisons are improvising with systems. Fritjof Capra (b. 1939) and Donella Meadows (1941–2001) offer an alternative to the mathematical and modelling focused articulation, understanding systems as both human constructs and also literal, manifest in flows of energy and materials that are affected by metaphors and paradigms. This links with the Harrisons’ concern with entropy. The language of systems and ecosystems co-evolved during the 20th century. Burnham (1931–2019), whose critical writing in the late 1960s and early 1970s references the Harrisons’ practice and who was in correspondence with them, argues that we need to pay attention to the aesthetic dimension of systems ‘revealed in the principles underlying the progressive reorganisation of the natural environment’ for better or worse (Burnham 1974, 18). His argument was that artists’ poetics were shifting from ‘object’ to ‘process’ and that this needed to be understood in terms of a capacity to shape or influence systems, including ecosystems. One focus was on metaphor. The work of Mierle Laderman Ukeles (b. 1939) engaged with the waste management system in New York City is a complementary example. The Harrisons’ work Spoils Pile Reclamation (1977–78) provides a useful example of a work that improvises a very successful system and yet fails, perhaps through a lack of attention to metaphor. This work shares much with the Survival Pieces while also harking forward to important works such as The Endangered Meadows of Europe (1996).

Whitehead’s process philosophy has some resonances with systems theory, in particular the role of repetition. Process philosophy is most resonant with those approaches to systems that are concerned with openness and emergence.

Chapter 6, On the Political, shows in what sense the Harrisons’ life-long aim to put the well-being of the life web first has political implications. They recognise that their ecological concerns fundamentally challenge narrow Western notions of progress and economics that build on scientific materialism. They also recognise that their position on the environment invokes a form of authoritarianism or even ecofascism. This is alluded to in their 1977 work Meditation on the Great Lakes of North America in which they explore the proposition of a ‘dictatorship of the ecology’. They acknowledge this danger within the ecological turn, in part through irony. Their work as artists focuses on the question of what can be done in the shared space of public life by bringing aesthetics and judgement to bear in real situations. Positioning the aesthetic within the political is also a quality in the work of Hannah Arendt (1906–1975). Writing in the late 1960s as a political theorist she draws on Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) late work in an unusual articulation of his political philosophy. She sees that the formation of aesthetic judgement in the individual is critical to creating a world in common through a plurality of experiences and perspectives. The Harrisons and Arendt follow a similar trajectory and it is different from a construction of the political driven by interests, strategy, and efficiency, a matter for experts or of populism. There are resonances with Whitehead in the way he develops his idea of the importance of freedom for creativity in society, also informed like Arendt by the fear of its suppression in ‘totalitarian’ regimes (Whitehead 1948, 52–53). Whitehead suggests that plurality is immanent in the way life emerges in an actual occasion of experience, in the way that vectors of feeling from the past are complex, multi-perspectival, and conflicted. This is mirrored in some of the Harrisons’ works with the incorporation of multiple voices articulating contradictory positions. Force Majeure works tend to give voice to the life web directly also drawing out contradictions. Discourse as an occasion of experience or event affords the making of meaning in common as an active working with contradiction. Arendt and Whitehead offer concepts and tools that are important to the political implications of ecological mindedness, but there are also blind spots. The danger implicit in adopting ecosystemic well-being as a principle tends towards universalising. Mandating ecosystemic well-being as a goal, driven by intention, derives action from principles and can in its actualisation become an ideology rather than a question of attention, at worst a form of eco-fascism. The Harrisons’ use of ‘dictates’ and ‘dictatorship’ is provocative and requires us to attend to this challenge. Their dialogue frames the issue as a debate with which they struggle. The question arises about the relevance of their political perspective for today. Their emphasis on dialogue does not directly address the complexity of issues that the ecopolitical needs to address today, such as the increased domination of elite interests over aspects of the social/political (Táíwò 2022), as just one example.

Chapter 7, Artists ‘thinking with’ One Another, returns to the question of understanding how the arts address global environmental challenges, and how the arts need to be rethought in the process. We imagine this through Whitehead’s idea of immanence: the environment that an ‘actual occasion’ inherits is immanent within each occasion and each occasion is immanent within the environment that it helps to transmit (Whitehead, 1985, 63). Chapters 1 to 6 explore how the Harrisons’ practice has been formed and is formative of a step change in positioning the artist in society. They acknowledge a debt to, for example, the Renaissance, particularly Giotto’s St Francis cycle of frescos at Assisi (1297–1300). This both offers a form for The Lagoon Cycle – a 360 ft ‘mural’ in seven parts – and prompts them to reflect critically on the apparent absence of shared guiding narratives in the present. This chapter also explores how other artists close to the Harrisons have entered into long-term conversations, ‘thinking with’ the Harrisons and the Harrisons thinking with them. They include Brandon Ballengée (b. 1974), artist and environmental activist, and his work including Atelier de la Nature (2017–) in Louisiana; Lauren Bon (b .1962), founder director of Metabolic Studio in Los Angeles, in particular Bending the River (2006–ongoing); Tim Collins (b. 1956), a Scottish American artist and Reiko Goto Collins (b. 1955), a Japanese artist, both now practising in Scotland and their work with the Black Wood of Rannoch (2011–ongoing); Annie Sprinkle (b. 1954) and Beth Stephens (b. 1960), the queer activist ecosexual artists and their various ways of relating to Earth as lover such as through a series of Weddings (2008–2016); and Ruth Wallen (b. 1953), who as a trained scientist and artist develops ecological art in relation to environmental justice, in particular Learning to Think Like a Forest (2023). In the past, discourse in the arts might have described this as ‘influence’. Whitehead enables us to see the individual presence of one artistic practice in terms of his conception of ‘event’. Each practice is a unique moment drawing on the potential at hand within an artist’s experience of life as it presents to that practice. A creative process emerges by drawing together the different forms of potential in an occasion of experience, a unique growing together of different feelings from the past. Event, in this sense, could refer to a moment, the work of a lifetime, or a trajectory over generations. Sometimes the processes of transmission between one artist and another, between the artist and their environment, are very close and apparent; at others they are more distant and diffused. Whatever the degree, each is immanent within the other – Giotto within the Harrisons, the Harrisons within Bon or Goto-Collins, Wallen within the Harrisons and within the landscapes in which she walks and meditates.

In Science and the Modern World (2022, 80–103) Whitehead devotes a chapter to tracing the relationship of poets to the developments of science in their day, starting with John Milton (1608–1674). He discusses the poets of the Romantic period, particularly William Wordsworth (1770–1850) and Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822) and their relationship with science and industrialisation. Whitehead suggests that their survival as great poets is evidence that they express deep intuitions of humankind, penetrating into what is universal in concrete fact. He says:



Remembering the poetic rendering of our concrete experience, we see at once the element of value, of being an end in itself, of being something which is for its own sake, must not be omitted in any account of an event as the most concrete actual something. ‘Value’ is the word I use for the intrinsic reality of an event. Value is an element which permeates through and through the poetic view of the world. (Whitehead 2022, 101–2)




Value is one of the aspects that the bifurcation of nature has stripped out and Whitehead’s philosophy of the organism seeks to re-introduce it into science. It is reality and, in not addressing it, science limits itself to a distorted truth. If philosophy in surveying the sciences confronts science with concrete facts of experience, the English poetic tradition of 18th and 19th centuries, Whitehead argues, drew attention to the discord between aesthetic intuitions and the mechanics of science. The Harrisons and others continue to grapple with this discord, not through a juxtaposition with a different, romantic nature but by entering into and revealing moments of that discord in their experience.

In the conclusions we return to the questions with which we opened: How might arts practices be re-imagined in the environmental crisis? How do they help us to re-imagine ourselves as humankind in relation to the natural world? What might be drawn from the Harrisons’ approach? What might be understood from the dialogue and relationships between artists addressing common questions and issues?
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