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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This project of performative writing and visual inquiry lichenizing; pedagogy;
proposes the concept of “lichenizing” as a collaborative multispecies learning;
methodology for engaging with the lively pedagogy of the ecoculture; art; education
more-than-human. Looking to the multispecies mosaic of

Lichen as teacher and ally, this arts-based, collectively DOI

produced foray considers transcorporeal, intermingled

relationships as a pedagogical tool for fostering a radical, https://doi.org/10.54916/
ecologically-centered curiosity for learning and making. rae.116995

To support our theorizing, we present two collaborative

art projects where tenets of lichenizing were utilized to DATE OF PUBLICATION
instruct process and form, and suggest further exploration

and research on the practice of “lichenizing.” May 27, 2022

When we first learned of Lichen, or rather how to see Lichen, in our own places, during separate
times of our independent lives—each of us had confused and entranced experiences. As desert
dwellers we had often encountered them hugging the basalt embedded in sandstone hillsides,
these mysterious amalgamations of green and ochre and silvery grey that turned iridescent after
rain. It took many years to realize their biological significance, which perhaps is the magic of an
organism that has worked so long to make the planet what we know it to be. As academics, artists,
and community scientists, all the authors of this paper have long been disenchanted with the an-
thropocentrism and overt individualism we had experienced in much of our pedagogical lives, both
as students and teachers, and considering Lichen more closely seemed to miraculously address
these concerns simply by existing.

In the context of Western/ized science, Lichens are full of riddles. In their transcendence
of taxonomic boundaries, most laypeople awkwardly and incorrectly relegate them to the plant
queendom.” Googling the word “lichen” gives an equally myopic understanding; the first definition
found describes them as “a simple, slow-growing plant that typically forms a low crust, leaflike,
or branching growth on rocks, walls, and trees” (Oxford Languages, n.d.). However, Lichens are
anything but simple and not necessarily plants.

Lichens are complex formations of at least one fungus variety with an alga or cyanobacteri-
um—sometimes both. This allows Lichens to use photosynthesis (which fungi lack) while still being
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heterotrophic, meaning absorbing nutrients
through their bodies (which plants lack) (Trip-
athi & Joshi, 2019). The sheer possibilities of
their multiplicities in form(s) promote critical
inquiry of the nature of personhood, working
relationships, and collaboration. This mutual-
ly-obligate relationship between plant, bacteria,
and fungus spurred our collective to think more
critically about the way that arts and academia
might symbolically emulate Lichens in how we
learn, teach, and co-create.

The following sections of this experimental
essay start by briefly framing the problems we
have experienced with traditional pedagogies
and the urgency we feel in investigating col-
lective working methods. Next, we introduce
Lichen as a teacher and an ally, and offer the
term “lichenizing” as a way to frame our desired
emulation of Lichen collaboration and illuminate
the connective relations that enable knowledge
to ebb and flow between living entities. Finally,
we turn to two arts-based projects exploring
how we could employ lichenizing as a strategic
process for collaborative learning and making.

The first project we present uses an
experimental performative writing style that
imbricates our voices into a textual and visual
tapestry. This was a deliberate move to blur the
boundaries between ourselves as individuals
and ourselves as a collective. It is composed
of several scores (or instructions for perfor-
mance) that we collectively combined, mor-
phed and ‘composted™ into a singular piece of
writing through several remote meetings, then
individually performed. The process was meant
to blur individualism in the process and was a
reflection of sympoiesis® and transcorporeality*
in motion.

The second projectis a physically built earth
wall that we constructed in Michoacan, Mexico.
Over several days we shaped a short, wall-
like sculpture as a symbolic transitory space
between two biological zones: one semi-arid,
sun-drenched, and inhabited by gigantic prickly
pear cacti; the other lush and densely vegetat-
ed with water-loving plants. The act of co-build-
ing in the transition space was a reflection on
weathering and dwelling—two ways of being
we associated with the evolutions and lithic
longevity of Lichens on this Earth.

Together, the two projects served as prac-
tices in lichenizing, and successful forays into
intensive ways of collaboration.® While the first
project showed how we could meaningfully col-
laborate and embody the ethics we associate
with Lichen through an online format, despite

pandemic and locational restrictions, the sec-
ond project employed an earthly approach that
conceded to the materiality of place. We find
that both approaches may be necessary in
future lichenizing movements.

CONSIDERING LICHEN

Consider Lichen. Easily overlooked, or
mistaken for moss or simply colorful rock, Li-
chens are unsung marvels of this world. Scab-
bing over stone, curling out in brittle leaves, or
bristling like tiny shrubs, the many forms of Li-
chens flourish over otherwise inhospitable cliff
faces and walls, cling to the bark of the oldest
trees, and hold together soil in crusts. Some
even blow about freely in the wind, untethered
to any substrate. Their humble appearance
belies their intricate biology and ecological
importance.

Lichens are dwelling places (Sheldrake,
2020), knitting sanctuary and home for myriad
organisms out of mere rock, sunlight, and air.
Lichen’s thallus is a tiny ecosystem composed
of distinct partners, a photobiont (plant) and at
least one mycobiont (fungus), coalescing into
an imbricated, interwoven structure of fungal
filaments and alga/cyanobacteria cells. How-
ever, Lichen’s emergent whole is certainly not
merely a few fungi and photosynthetic algae.
Hundreds, if not thousands, or even hundreds
of thousands, of other species of bacteria
and fungi dwell within the thallus in a world of
complex interactions, some beneficial, some
antagonistic (Pringle, 2017; Tripathi & Joshi,
2019). They are veritable oddkin of worlding
(Haraway, 2016).

Lichens’ penchant for inhabiting seemingly
inhospitable spaces make worlds possible.
During their lives and deaths, they are leaders
of soil formation, a living geological force (Shel-
drake, 2020) capable of transforming barren
spaces of recent upheaval—volcanic eruptions,
receding glaciers, landslides—to burgeoning
landscapes (Tripathi & Joshi, 2019). They
‘weather’ rock surfaces, first by their growth
patterns and then by very slowly dissolving and
digesting it with powerful acids. This extraordi-
nary process does more than break down rock;
it unlocks the minerals necessary for the met-
abolic cycles of life (Sheldrake, 2020). When
Lichens die and decompose, their nutrient-rich
thalli contribute biomass to new soils and new
ecosystems (Tripathi & Joshi, 2019).

The lichenized kinship formed between
members of distinct biological queendoms is

24 Zollinger, Thomas, Moore, & Bryson | Lichenizing Pedagogy



sympoiesis, described by Dempster (2000)
as “complex, self-organizing but collectively
producing, boundaryless systems” (p. 1).
Sympoietic systems are adaptive and emer-
gent. Lichen’s collective physiology is distinctly
unique from their discrete organisms’ bodies,
resembling none of the synthetic partners
(Tripathi & Joshi, 2019). Like most things,
they are irreducible to their parts, but Lichen’s
transmutations through sympoiesis exceed the
complexity of more than the sum of their parts.
Lichens are other than the sum of their parts
(Gowan, 2008).

Lichenized species are enmeshed with(in)
each other: living-with, making-with, and dy-
ing-with. This is transcorporeality, coined by
Alaimo (2010) as an alternative to demateri-
alized epistemologies that ignore the “fleshy
beings with their own needs, claims, and ac-
tions” (p. 2) who inter/intra-act in the world in
very real, very material ways. Transcorporeality
“reveals the interchanges and interconnections
between various bodily natures” (p. 2), a vital
togetherness that pulses through all our bodies.
Microbiologist Lynn Margulis, and then others,
helped us realize that we humans are not so
alone in our own bodies, anyway, with 90% of
our cells owing their genomes to bacteria (Hird,
2012), to say nothing of the fungi, viruses, and
protists living, developing, and evolving with
us (Gilbert et al., 2012). Lichen’s multispecies
symbiosis is not exclusive, or even uncommon
to life; in fact, only bacteria themselves are
able to exist in species singularity. Life owes its
evolution to the intimacy of strangers (Margulis,
1981). As Haraway (2016) summed up, “we
always become-with each other or not at all”

(p- 4).

PROBLEMATIZING
WESTERN/IZED PEDAGOGIES IN
THE ANTHROPOCENE

We were most interested in experiment-
ing with the processes of Lichen and these
projects as a precursor to building a less an-
thropocentric pedagogy. As an arts collective,
we commonly employ acts of noticing® as a
methodology that might (re)train ourselves to
think, and thereby act, in ways deliberately at-
tentive to the beings and ecologies we engage
with every day. Simultaneously, we have come
to realize many pedagogical practices in the
Western tradition direct our attentions to indi-
vidualistic and anthropocentric thinking. These
are norms that we vehemently argue cannot
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continue, and adopting Lichen as inspiration
and teacher is a fecund rebellion against the
destructive humanism we perceive traditional
pedagogies to promote.

In recent years, many scholars, activ-
ists, artists, and community scientists” have
challenged what is considered knowledge in
academia (Agarwal & Sengupta-Irving, 2019;
Bang et al., 2014; Kaishian & Hasmik, 2020;
Kimmerer, 2002; Styres, 2018). Notions of
“public pedagogy” have expanded education as
multidimensional consciousness, resistance,
and lived practices of everyday life (Sandlin,
et al, 2011), while others have suggested we
expand our understandings of educational
spaces and processes, suggesting that we
learn best within an ecology of relationships
and shared experiences (Burdick et al., 2014;
Falk & Dierking, 2013; Luke, 2009). Therefore,
we insist, the relationship between pedagogy
and the more-than-human should be involved.

Scholars in multiple fields have questioned
Western/ized empirical thought and and how
this practice works to contrive some voices and
ways of knowing as illegitimate. For example,
the adoption of phenomenological thinking
works to challenge objective experience (see
Langsdorf, 1994; Kinsella, 2007; Martinez,
2000). Additionally, Indigenous and Traditional
Ecological Knowledges (TEK) that tend to
privilege the more-than-human have been
more present in assigned coursework and
references (Cajete, 2020; Kimmerer, 2002),
but in our experiences are often relegated to
a singular unit in a course, serving more as a
nod to diversity and inclusion rather than the
real thing, reinstating its marginalization. Indig-
enous epistemologies have long offered views
alternative to utilitarian, inert nature (Berkes,
2018/1999) but for many raised in Western
traditions, dismantling hierarchies of being and
knowing conflicts with the epistemologies and
ontologies in how we live and work.

Members and institutions of dominant West-
ernfized cultures think, act, make policy, and
create structures as if the endeavors of learning
and teaching are solely human undertakings.
This results in anthropocentric educational
productions within our schools, institutions,
and broader society. Humans have historically
been insecure about what makes us different
from other beings, repeatedly searching for
some ability or capacity that sets us apart from
the rest, resulting in Western traditions both an-
ciently and presently exercising human supe-
riority and highlighting human-only intelligence
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in educational systems. For example, Slack
and Whitt (1990) have noted that much of crit-
ical theory and the basis of cultural studies is
definingly anthropocentric, which means much
work encompassing social change is as well.
We argue that it is crucial that humans (peda-
gogues and academics included) act as though
we are unquestionably connected to the more-
than-human world in explicit and implicit ways,
and abstaining from this is dangerous for our
species and our planet. Despite living with(in)
the Anthropocene, a human-induced epoch
heralded by land, water, and air degradation,
plummeting biodiversity, species extinction,
and climate change, pedagogy has remained
an almost completely humanist field (Graham,
2007; Snaza et al., 2014), despite the endless
positive possibilities of expanding to include
more-than-humans.

LICHENIZING PEDAGOGY

How can those studying and working in
educative capacities make this process into a
more-than-human endeavor? And what role
might art have to play in this as far as exper-
imentation, emulation, and exploration? What
follows is an attempt use art, collaboration,
and play to involve what we perceive to be
more-than-human inspired processes in our
work. In this exploration, we adopt Lichen as
our teacher, whose processes of being inspire
us to offer sympoietic performative gestures for
(re)learning interconnectedness.

Life does not exist in singularity, and neither
should our learning. We argue that Lichens
provide an excellent example on re-animating
pedagogy and de-centering Western human
norms of teaching and learning. Lichens show
us we have an opportunity to interweave and
imbricate learning and teaching within the an-
imacy and agency of other more-than-human
beings and avoid the “species-wide solipsism”
(Hawkins, 1998, p. 174) that has brought the
world to a precarious tipping point, from climate
to social catastrophe. Pedagogy is a crucial
frame to look at more-than-human relation-
ships with humans, and power in general, as
study of the field asks who educates whom,
and to what aim. In questioning what humans
might not know, we can decenter our narrow
authority as human teachers, and turn instead
to our myriad oddkin to learn.

To lichenize pedagogy means weathering?®
the seemingly immutable practices that govern
how we teach and who we revere as teachers,

slowly butintentionally dissolving the fallacies of
ignoring our interconnected realities. We must
question and (un)learn what it means to be in-
dividual or in any kind of hierarchy, and to make
new or simply forgotten relations of reverence
with our earthly co-habitants. This requires in-
terrogation of the ill-informed assumptions we
make about the intelligences of other lifeforms,
the apathy we show for their embodied creativi-
ty, the ignorance of their world-making wisdom.
We must establish dwelling places, literally and
figuratively, where we may explore interspecies
pedagogy through multidisciplinary inquiry and
experimentation.

Pedagogy is a collective endeavor of
techniques, processes, and worldviews,
operating across disciplines, processes, and
intelligences—an active sympoiesis that we
argue should be understood across species
as well. Pedagogy is neither static nor didactic;
it is living and interactive knowledge (Tochy
& Munby, 1993). Considering pedagogy as a
transcorporeal practice flowing through actions
and meanings across myriad, multispecies
bodies—transforming and transmuting them
in emergent ways made only possible by their
collaboration, encourages rethinking education
not as a human endeavor but as a shared proj-
ect by the whole of the Earth.

LICHENIZING IN PRACTIGE:
TWO PERFORMATIVE ACTS

Below, we present two projects of art re-
search that lean into a lichenized methodology.
As scholars and pedagogues, we are often in
the privileged position of instructing others,
leading workshops, and teaching classes.
In our continued efforts to bridge theory to
practice, we eagerly positioned ourselves as
curious (un)learners, keen to evolve our con-
sciousness and transform our habits of being.
We chose to engage in art-based endeavors,
believing that, as Greene (2007) suggests, “of
all the human creations, works of art are most
likely to resist fixed boundaries” (p. 660). We
were guided by four habits of Lichen that we
have observed: weathering and dwelling, and
sympoiesis and transcorporeality.

We use an experimental performative
writing style to present our projects. The style
seeks to imbricate our voices into a tapestry
that, like Lichen, blurs the boundaries between
ourselves as individuals and ourselves as a
collective. This discursive practice serves both
as the labor of rhetorical performance and as
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Figure 1. Textual compost pile of existing scores

sense-making of our visual inquiries. We agree
with Pomarico (2016) that language, similar to
pedagogy, shares a paradox that “reiterates a
vertical, authoritarian experience, and, at the
same time, offers the possibility of emancipa-
tion, freedom, and justice” (p. 209). We believe
language, and its textual partner writing, are
not static forms but organic, dynamic process-
es with the capacity for provoking discovery,
and sometimes recovery, of relationships we
did not know or forgot we had. Writing made to
perform is “embodied, creative counter-speech”
(Pollock, 1998, p. 74) that tests and practices
language in evocative, radical propositions,
and calls forth action. As a sense-making pro-
cess, we experience performative writing as a
way of becoming conscious of the medium, of
considering the weight and materiality words
carry in ourselves, and the living world. Words
“do not live alone or in the mind” (Zapata et
al., 2018, p. 492), they become world-makers.
We understand performative words to operate
between consequential meaning and rhetorical
aesthetic; to contain a potent magic of potential
action and response; to project alternative
modes of thinking and being through reinter-
pretation of meaning and possibility.

The first project is an experimental per-
formance of sympoiesis and transcorporeality
imagined through language and experience
as a ‘score.’ Scores recall the experimental art
performances of the Fluxus Movement, which
took inspiration from musical notation for the
performer to understand which direction to
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take, and aimed to subvert and conflate notions
of performer and audience (Friedman et al.,
2002). To write the score, we tossed our previ-
ous score-based writings exploring the role of
noticing and relationships to place into a textual
‘compost pile’ of sorts, then collectively sifted
through the rich decomposition for fertile words
and phrases (see Figure 1). We watched as
words, randomly pasted into a shared Google
document in a seemingly amorphous jumble,
sprouted as new interactions, new meanings,
new potentials previously unthought, through
their serendipitous rearrangement. We noticed
how a few words surfaced again and again,
echoing our desires to listen more deeply to
the vitality surrounding us. We threaded these
bits of language and emergent poetry together
into a proposition or actionable instructions—a
score. Scores are only partially made by writing;
they become something else by another’s in-
terpretation and enactment. Our next step was
to perform these scores within the multispecies
enmeshment of our body(ies), community(ies),
and place(s). Visual documentation served as
the final step in this process (see Figure 2 and
Figure 3).

The second project is a materially fo-
cused meditation on dwelling and weathering
though paid close attention to the intricacies
of co-making and co-habitation. We were
interested in how these particular words could
(re)inhabit meaning as physical processes in
materials, bodies, and place, and instruct us on
how we might think through the experience of
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collaborative making. We constructed a small
wall to serve as a visual marker between eco-
logical transition zones, considering the porous
and blended nature of border areas between
bioregions as something already so familiar to
Lichens (see Figure 4). Using native volcanic
rock and scavenged century-old adobe and
ceramic roof tiles, we took design cues from
the spaces we noticed Lichens already resid-
ing: the local vernacular architecture, the dry-
stack walls encircling pasture and cropland,
the amalgam of geologic formations in the hills
surrounding us. Taking pause in our labors, we
greeted the others—insects, spiders, lizards—
who had swiftly joined us in the endeavor of
making place. Later, we carried the process of
weathering through our reflective writings on
these notions, eroding whole sentences and
rearranging the textual landscapes (see Figure
5 and Figure 6).

CONCLUSION: FERTILE DUST

In our explorations of lichenizing, we no-
ticed how the tendrils of each other’s words
and gestures laced through one another’s,
vitally linking our creativity. We traced ideas
outside of our human bodies, felt our own con-
sciousness reach toward the deep and diverse
knowledges already welled up in the places we

found ourselves. We gave ourselves over to
process, delighting in the unmaking and mak-
ing of possibilities, content knowing that the
dust of our labors would settle into burgeoning
landscapes of knowledge.

We maintain that this is not the final version
of this idea, whether it is consecrated in the per-
ceived permanence of the publishing process,
as sculpture, or as photo-documentation, as in
order to behave like Lichen, we need to be ac-
cepting of the constant evolutions of all things,
and the (very) long time that it takes to make
and unmake a world into existence. Lichens
live in lithic time; they are slow, transformative
processes with vast, abounding implications.
Using “nature” as a teacher allows us to inte-
grate ourselves in the processual aspects of
learning and making, and how that affects our
identities.

While we are fully aware of the ironies
of using a human language to talk about a
non-human entity, whose concept of language
scientists have only the faintest idea about, we
still find it important to practice including more-
than-human methods in human practices,
as the one of the first steps to decentralizing
humans is to start considering, at a very base
level, that humans have something to learn
from other species. We are not suggesting
anthropomorphism, so much as borrowing a

Figure 4. Rock and adobe wall construction
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Dwelling

The earth here is transitional.

Our eyes trace lines of stacked, black stone—
woven through stories of occupation, agriculture, commons, ownership, and Tabor.
They are hardened remnants of Tiquid lava
plucked from their napping spots
to create fertile fields.
They race over the dry, folding hills where valleys flooded green
breathe Tife into being.

Mesquite leaves welcome us in hurried waves—
their lichen-Taden barks thick as winter sweaters
and the flowers of trailing squash blossoms grin lemonade Taced with bumblebees.
We return every day to the
exposed, barbed, and marginal pocket that feels like our desert homes.

We build a world

of porous rock, dense clay, and broken ceramics. Within hours word has spread.
Rooms are decorated with woven webs,

corridors are paraded through, and

dewy nooks are napped within.

We stretch our backs along the length of the wall
Our bodies blanket the house
and Tisten to the calming buzz of the mundane—
chatting, resting, eating, reproducing, living, and dying—
the sounds of a landscape
growing into
a state of change.

Figure 5. Reflection on dwelling and weathered text
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Weathering

We dig our fingers under stones, heft ancient adobe
hold them close

firm sides pushing into soft bellies and bracing against hipbones.

We Tay down adobe first, dried mud against damp mud,
then stack stones, asking them to sit here, Tike this, for awhile.
We pack the spaces between

ceramic tiles—broken, jagged, blunt.

The Tabor draws from our bodies
tender, uncalloused skin
seeping lactic acid through our muscles, wicking away precious calories.

We bear the task

muscles fatiguing, tendons straining, becoming worn and weathered.
Our bodies hold account, a quiet history

settles in mild soreness and roughened skin.

We delight in the tangible results—a stack of rock and earth
where before was and after will be
rock and earth.

Earth and stone pull us downward,
sinking us closer to the ancient heaviness beneath our feet
and we rejoin

percolating, infiltrating, corroding, oxidizing
softening into our Tithic relations.

We dissolve into
mountain stone sand dirt.
There is no ending except our own ancient selves.

Figure 6. Reflection on weathering and weathered text

Research in Arts and Education | 1 /2022



perceived process from another species and
adopting in terms that humans can use, while
finding openings and overlaps where our ways
of being and knowing knit together. We are
inspired by multispecies anthropologist Tsing’s
(2014) suggestion that “[oJur humanness is
also a starting point, an opening for getting
involved in multispecies worlds” (p. 34). We
learn by observing, participating, and doing as
others do. It matters, then, who our models for
thinking and being are. Lichen, as teacher and
ally, offers us ways of radical imagining, then
learning, then being.
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ENDNOTES

" We use the term queendom as a small symbolic
way to subvert the patriarchal roots of taxo-
nomic systems

2 We use the term composted to consider the
decomposition of our words into one another’s
until the product is fertile.

3 Here we refer to Haraway’s (2016) developing of
Dempster’s (2000) concept of “collectively-pro-
ducing systems that do not have self-defined
spatial or temporal boundaries” (p. 33).

4 Here we rely heavily on Alaimo’s (2010) expla-
nation of transcorporeal which understands
all em-bodied beings as intermeshed with the
material world and affected and effected by it.

5 We take up Bennett’s (2010) reasoning that to
counter the narcissism of humans in charge
of the world, we need to cultivate some
anthropomorphism for catalyzing sensitivity to
nonhuman agency.

& We agree with Tsing (2010) that practicing the art
of noticing helps one listen and pay attention to
lively worlds above, surrounding, beneath, and
within us.

7 We use this term as a more inclusive description
of who performs science, regardless of
education, background or status.

8 Here we mean “weathering” in the sense of
Lichens as a living geological force capable
of wearing down rock and other substrates,
distinct from Neimanis & Walker’s (2014)
concept of “weathering” as the relationship
between human bodies and climate.
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