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1.     A description of the assignment. 

 
Context: SPURSE  is a collective of ecosystem artists, designers and consultants that work with those 1

who are meeting complex environmental and social challenges. In the Fall of 2013, SPURSE was invited 
to participate in the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation funded Art + Environment Visiting Artist initiative at 
Pitzer College.  
 
Over the following two years we worked to co-develop a unique set of tools including: an innovative 
ecological pedagogy, a new collaborative and emergent transdisciplinary design methodology and 
unique consulting and research techniques that work across species. Our project, the MULTI-SPECIES 
COMMONS (pitweb.pitzer.edu/forage/), is a far-reaching ecological initiative that engaged and 
transformed Pitzer College’s thirty-four acre campus. Critically, it develops a new way to sense, 
understand and interact with our urban ecosystems as a multi-species commons -- and it creatively 
rethinks the capacities of landscape design, commons practices, subsistence practices, urbanism, public 
art, and the ecology of public space.  
 
An integral part of this project was a class we taught in the Spring of 2015 in collaboration with Pitzer 
College Art Professor Tim Berg. We, along with the students , wanted to create a way for them to take 2

leadership roles in the transformation of their own campus. 

 
   

1 SPURSE consists of Nathaniel Corum, Brian DeRosia, Matthew Friday, Patrick Gillespie, David Jensenius, Iain Kerr, Petia Morozov, 
Jean Pike, Stan Pipkin, Martha Farwell Pipkin 
2 We are deeply indebted to our class which included: Laura Ball, Claire Bartlett, Adin Bonapart, Amanda Chang, Karina Faulstich, 
Marie Fleming, David Gunnison-Wiserman, Emily Marantz, Vivian Ponte-Fritz, Neeka Salmasi, Leonard  Schloer, Nicholas 
Weaver-Weinberg.  

 
 



 

 

 
We began with a series of pedagogic assumptions: 
 

1. Start by not assuming what the outcome will be, or who all the participants will be. Have a 
framework that is open, experimental, multidisciplinary and research driven. This means not 
assuming one is making/doing art or any other discipline.  

 
2. Students are co-producers; there are no passive participants. Learning is not achieving a pre-set 

outcome but co-producing a novel collective construction (both physical and conceptual). An 
ancillary goal of any learning process is for both the participants and the disciplines to be 
challenged and transformed by the process. 

 
   



 

2.     The actual steps you and your students took to fulfill the assignment. 
 
The collaborative nature of this project required that the outcome be entirely driven by a rigorous 
consultative process with multiple human and non-human constituencies. Critically, this implies that we 
don’t begin from a place of assuming that we know in advance who we will speak with, but rather we 
allow our questions and probes to engender new social and ecological aggregates. This iterative, 
multi-stage process involved first mapping the existing social/ecological systems via a series of 
attunement exercises. These wide-ranging exercises revealed a set of deep-seated logics shaping our 
engagements with our environment - what we call the Western Nature/Culture Paradigm. A result of 
numerous transactional forces including Western metaphysics, capitalism and colonialism, this paradigm 
operates via a process of division and purification where humans and their practices (Culture) are 
understood to be fundamentally distinct from the practices of non-humans (Nature). Critical to the 
evolution of a new system is to design processes that avoid replicating the Western Nature/Culture logic 
which pulls us in two seemingly opposite directions: towards a free-floating placelessness and, 
simultaneously, a militant desire to purify places. This paradigm saturates all of our practices, 
disembedding us from where we are allowing us to operate in an eco-consumer logic, where care 
towards the world consists largely of shopping decisions or the creation of parks.  
 
The first step towards an alternative model of place is to begin with an understanding of the human as a 
fully collective being that is always part of an environment. This means that any discussion of humans 
should consider them first as embodied, embedded, extended, enactive, and affective. Working with the 
students, we employed an iterative design and testing process that both resisted the Western 
Nature/Culture paradigm and allowed for new associations and assemblages to emerge. This process 
moved from attunement and diagrammatic mapping exercises to actual proposals.  



 

 

In each case proposals were tested using provisional constructions, experiments and performances. For 
example a group of students moved from cataloging the edible and medicinal plants in a particular area 
to working with dining hall staff, grounds crew and environmental science faculty to serve a foraged meal 
during a public forum on water usage, while other groups noted the subtle shift in predator-prey 
dynamics among Cooper’s hawks and rabbits during the creation of a campus composting bin. These 
experiments were modified and evaluated based upon closely monitored feedback loops before being 
revised into a final proposal. 



 

 
   



 

3.     Description of what actually unfolded and the outcomes. 



 



 

 
The project unfolded as a campus wide ecological engagement and re-inscription strategy activated at 
six key nodes. For a full description of the project including lesson plans, documentation and resources 
please see: pitweb.pitzer.edu/forage/ 
 
The Multi-Species Negotiation Center: Made from rammed earth, upcycled building materials, local logs 
and rocks, this hub contains a gathering area designed to encourage usage by multiple species. The hub 
includes a large map, chalkboard, and an experimental irrigation/planting area using ollas (buried porous 
ceramic vessels used by First Nation peoples) designed to help propagate spontaneous migrant plant 
growth. 

 
The Material Propagation Site: which uses a water remediation zone to highlight the diversity of useful 
plants for making everything from paper to dyes to baskets. 

http://pitzer.spurse.org/


 

 
A general planting strategy to support the spontaneous growth of plant communities that includes new 
irrigation methods and plant-human engagement practices. 

 
A map of the campus located at all key public sites to showcase the area as a complex urban ecosystem 
and designates zones for ongoing community driven experimentation. 

 
A Foraging Kitchen with a provisional library to encourage the cooking and experimental uses of local 
plants and utilizes several planters that filter grey water from dormitories. 

 
An interactive smartphone accessible website that contains detailed notes about the ecology of the 
campus, foraging recipes and an expansive reading list. Additionally, the website allows users to tag 
plants on an interactive map, add notes on what, where, when and how to eat from the campus. 
 

Additionally, our research uncovered several key insights:  

0. Everything is part of a dynamic evolving ecosystem. There is nothing that is not part of a system. The 
divide we make between the “natural” and the “artificial” (or “cultural” – e.g. human made) is not a 
divide between two actual discrete systems. Likewise we should be highly circumspect when dealing 
with notions like “native” vs “invasive”.  

1. Ecosystems are dynamic and unstable. Systems are open, dynamic and have multiple stable states 
(e.g. “Nature” is not “in balance” and any “restoration” of nature should be suspect). 
 
2. Foraging – the practice of gathering spontaneously growing edibles or materials from your immediate 
environment is way to feel actual dependencies. When you pick and eat what is growing directly under 
your feet, what has happened to it now happens to you. You have a new form of responsibility to this 
plant and its immediate environment. 

2.1 Foraging is thus not necessarily the answer to feeding the world’s hungry, it is a simple, deeply 
pleasurable form of engaged curiosity that helps us shift our most basic and fundamental way in which 
we are of a place. If you are reliant on others then you need to become part of co-making a world in 
which you all thrive (the multi-species commons). This involves inventing a new, shared community with 
thresholds, boundaries and limits. 

3. Thus we would offer a new speculative definition of the commons: being of a shared intra-dependent 
relation. This being is always a type of emergent becoming provoked by techniques that refuse scarcity 
and commodification.  

 
   



 

4.     Overview of the discussion and reflection/evaluation process 
 
The Pitzer Multi-Species Commons required continual feedback from the individuals, groups and 
institutions that could potentially interface with the project. In a very real sense, negotiating these 
consultative processes was the critical aspect of the project and its longevity and success are products of 
the stewardship it engenders through daily use. Overall, we feel that our project contained some 
valuable insights that could assist the emerging field of social practice. 
 
Our general contention, and the one that animated this project is that Social practice will be more vital if 
it did not begin by assuming (1) it is an art practice, and (2) the “social” is limited to human sociality. 
Social practice is the critical and creative act of co-constructing a world worth having. This necessitates 
radically rethinking how it is situated across institutions. 
 
Just as social practice should endeavor to exceed and challenge disciplinary frames, it needs to move 
beyond the level of the symbolic and representational. Ideas are never separate from the pragmatics of 
everyday life and changing behaviors means developing not just new stories, but new embodied 
practices. This requires the making of “things”, in particular the creation of convivial tools that engender 
new practices. These questions are best taken up by beginning with the composition of actual concrete 
local dependencies that can be felt, and have meaningful real repercussions.  

Our world is constantly being produced and reproduced and we need to be cautious and pragmatic 
co-creators. We should strive to learn a new artistry of co-composing the real in all its forms. All life 
involves questions of composition and crafting and these are necessarily aesthetic questions about the 
sensible, seeable, sayable and doable. These should always be considered as multi-species questions to 
be pursued with passion, abundance and curiosity. 

 

   



 

Reading List for project: 

Donella H. Meadows. Thinking in Systems 
Bruno Latour. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory 
Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature Culture. 
Heidegger. Building Dwelling Thinking 
Ivan Illich. Tools for Conviviality.  
Elinor Ostrom. The Tragedy of the Commons 
 
 
 

Reading List - these can go in the general bibliography: 
 
Systems and feedback 
 

Donella H. Meadows. Thinking in Systems 
Bruno Latour. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory 

 
Resilience 
 

Hobbs, Higgs, & Hall. Novel Ecosystems 
Susan Oyama, Evolution’s Eye: A Systems View of the Biology-Culture Divide 

 
Humans are part of the World 
 

John Protevi. Life War Earth 
Charles Mann, 1491 

 
Socio-ecological concepts and tools Design framework for sociecological systems 

 
On Worldly Creatures and Environments: Steven Jay Gould, The Structure of Evolutionary 
Theory 
Mary Jane West-Eberhard, Developmental Plasticity & Evolution 
Steven Jay Gould (Invasive species) 
Anna Bramwell, Blood and Soil: Richard Walther Darre and Hitler’s “Green Party” 
Anna Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th century: A History 
Karl Ditt, “The Perception and Conservation of Nature in the Third Reich,” 
Raymond Dominick, “The Nazis and the Nature Conservationists,” Franz-Josef Brüggemeier, 
Mark Cioc, Thomas Zeller. How Green Were the Nazis?: Nature, Environment, and Nation in the 
Third Reich. Zygmunt Bauman, “The Holocaust and Modernity” 
 
Mother Nature’s Melting Pot 
Speaking Up for the Mute Swan 

 
Science, Art & Nature 

Bruno Latour. Pandora’s Hope 
 
Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature Culture. 



 

Marshall Salins: On the Western Invention of Human Nature. 
 
Co-making new forms of Place: 
 

Heidegger. Building Dwelling Thinking 
Evan Thompson. Mind in Life 
Marshall McLuhan. The Medium is the Massage 
Samuel Thayer. Natures Garden 
Tools for Conviviality. Ivan Illich 

 
Urbanism: 
 

Peter Del Tredici Urban Ecologies & Plants 
Urban Ecosystems (Stewart Pickett) 

 
On the Commons 
 

Bollier & Helfrich. The Wealth of the Commons 
Elinor Ostrom. The Tragedy of the Commons 
J.J. Gibson. The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception 
E. J. Gibson. The Ecological Approach to Perceptual Learning and Development 
Jacob von Uxekull 

 

 

 

 
 
 


