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Abstract
Climate experts state that today we are witnessing the unfolding of an
anthropogenic global ecological crisis, and that to ensure a sustainable future on Earth,
we must take fast action to mitigate the effects of this crisis and to adapt accordingly.
Pragmatic strategies such as renewable energy technologies, “green” consumer goods,
and carbon offsets may be a part of the solution, but another important component lies
within a global paradigm shift that disposes of the consumer culture and expansionist
worldview that are embedded in our society today, and revitalizes the understanding that
we, humans, are an integrated part of nature; not owners of it. Through the context of
Israel-Palestine, ‘On Being Earthlings’ utilizes audio-recorded interviews and portrait
photography to capture personal experiences, thoughts, and feelings about environment,
people, society, etc. of ten individuals from diverse cultural, religious, and ethnic
backgrounds. The project culminated in a week-long solo art exhibit in the Dudley H.
Davis Center at the University of Vermont, where each black-and-white portrait was
displayed with a phone number and extension, which the viewers could call to listen to
the corresponding audio narrative. Through audio-visual storytelling, gallery attendees
were stimulated to reflect on their own relationship to the Earth and how they might
personally contribute to the paradigm shift of caretaking, rather than depleting the
planet’s natural resources. In this way, ‘On Being Earthlings’ encouraged individuals to
establish a personal connection to the Earth in order to instill values for a more peaceful
and sustainable future on Earth.
Keywords: sustainability, climate change, paradigm shift, storytelling, multi-media art
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Introduction	
  
Today we are witnessing the unfolding of an anthropogenic global environmental
crisis. This should not be news to anyone. Talk of solutions is usually in the context of
renewable energy technologies, carbon offsets, “green” consumer goods, etc., but these
solutions alone will not lead us to a sustainable future. More importantly, change must
take hold at the individual and community level. To transition towards a sustainable
future, we must spark a global ecological paradigm shift, or a drastic change in values.
We must transform into a society of individuals and communities that understand the
value of our environment and vow to respect, protect, and learn from it. We must think,
care, and act based on the understanding that if we nurture nature, nature will nurture us.
We must put to rest the widespread belief that all species on the planet are for the benefit
of humans and realize that we are an integrated part of the Earth’s complex ecosystem;
we are not owners of it (Callenbach, 2005). We must learn how to speak “nature’s
language” to develop a pervasive ethic of ecological responsibility (Armstrong, 2005, p.
19).
The goal of my creative arts social sciences thesis project, ‘On Being Earthlings:
Photographic Portraits and Audio Narratives on Human-Earth Connection in IsraelPalestine,’ is to explore human-nature connection and ecological identity on an
individual level. In Israel-Palestine, I interviewed ten individuals from diverse ethnic,
national, and religious backgrounds, e.g. Israelis, Palestinians, Americans, Jews, Muslims,
Christians, etc., about their personal experiences, feelings and values towards
environment, people, and society. I aimed to document how these individuals relate to the
Earth, not just as Israelis, Palestinians, or Americans, but also as humans. In addition to
the audio interviews, I shot photographic portraits of each person to create a visual
context for their narratives.
Through the Living Routes study abroad program, I lived in Kibbutz Lotan, a
community renowned for creative ecology and sustainable living practices in close
proximity to the Arava Institute of Environmental Studies. There, I had access to a
diversity of people who were learning and living sustainable actions and environmental
values. I utilized ethnographic research techniques to gather personal narratives to
document various personal and cultural perspectives on this topic, “descriptions which
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stand in their own right without the need to worry about how representative the situation
is or what the broader implications might be in terms of other events or cultures of the
type, or of contributing to wider theories” (Denscombe, 2011, p. 84).
When I returned to the University of Vermont, I selected and edited the
photographs, and shortened the hour-long interviews into two-four minute audio clips. At
the culminating art exhibit in the Davis Center of the University of Vermont, viewers
could dial a phone number and extension to listen to the narrative told by the person
whose photograph they stood before, allowing them to connect with the individual behind
the story of human-earth connection. Through the exhibit, I hoped to convey to the
audience, ways through which different people connect with the environment and
envision their own role in our society and world today; and in turn, to inspire viewers to
reflect on their own connection to the Earth, and their personal niche in this larger picture.
I hoped to inspire individuals to become a part of the solution to the environmental, social,
and political crisis, that we face today.
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Review of the Literature
The State of the Earth
In our globalized, industrialized 21st century society, there is an endemic
disconnection between humans and nature. We have lost sight of where our food comes
from, what our clothes are made of, and how we power the consumer luxuries, which we
have become so accustomed to. Naturally, most of us have little or no ecological
understanding when, in our reality, food is wrapped in plastic and shipped from across
the country, clothes are made from synthetic chemical materials in sweatshops around the
globe, and energy is sourced from what the public is falsely led to believe is an endless
supply of fossil fuels. The disconnection between humans and their environment is an
extremely vital concern today, but it is, by no means, a new one. Over one hundred years
ago, American horticulturist and botanist Liberty Hyde Bailey articulated that people are
more apt to know the wonders of China and Brazil than those of the brooks and woods in
their own backyards (Kudryavtsev, Stedman & Krasney, 2012).
Two decades ago, environmental educator, ethicist, and author David Orr (1992)
affirmed that place had become an ambiguous concept “because to a great extent we are
displaced people for whom our immediate places are no longer sources of food, water,
livelihood, energy, materials, friends, recreation, or sacred inspiration” (p. 126). This is
still the reality today. Most of us spend our days among “architectural expressions of
deplacement,” e.g. the shopping mall, office building, highway, apartment complex,
which do little to foster a sense of “rootedness, responsibility, and belonging” (p. 127).
Living in this alternate reality for hundreds of years, we have lost our ecological identity,
and our relationship with nature has changed in every way.
Since the Industrial Revolution, the human species has been gradually increasing
its impact on the Earth, but never before has the impact been on a planetary scale. Never,
in the entirety of human history, has there been an equivalent occurrence to the
seriousness and magnitude of what we are currently doing to the Earth. Due largely to the
increase in human population and consumption habits,
Evidence tells us of exponential increase in carbon dioxide, exponential rates of
ozone depletion and nitrous oxide concentrations in the atmosphere, rapid losses
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in tropical rainforests, increases in the frequency of natural disasters, and in the
rate of species extinctions. The same can be said for fertilizer consumption,
damming of rivers, water use, paper consumption, the number of people living in
cities, and the number of motor vehicles (Moran, 2006, p. 2).

Building on the work of many scholars before him, two decades ago David Orr
articulated an ecological crisis looming in the near future. He framed this crisis in three
parts, each exceedingly realistic today. First was the food crisis, which he predicted
would consist of a rapidly growing population and worldwide soil losses. Today, with a
global population of seven billion and rising, we have seen an unprecedented loss of
precious soils due to the rise of corporate farming and its utilization of monocultures,
chemical fertilizers, pesticides, genetically modified organisms, and other products and
practices harmful to humans and the environment. This has resulted in widespread global
food insecurity and inequality.
Second, Orr predicted that the end of cheap energy would spark “a race between
the exhaustion of fossil fuels, global warming, and the transition to a new era based on
efficiency and solar energy” (1992, p. 3). Today many experts say that we have reached
“peak oil.” A study conducted in 1998 by the International Center for Technology
Assessment, estimated that, although we are still only paying three to four dollars per
gallon, the unsubsidized cost of oil was, at the time, a striking fifteen dollars a gallon
(Harrje, 1998). Today the “race” continues, but unfortunately global warming and the end
of oil are at the forefront and “the transition to a new era” is falling far behind.
The third and final crisis suggested by the “looming prospect of global climate
change” would challenge the assumption that nature will be ever bountiful and that the
Earth will remain hospitable to civilization, as we know it. Today, it is evident that the
planet cannot sustain the human species if we do not make swift and drastic changes to
the way that we live. Two decades after Orr’s predictions, climate change is much more
than just a “looming prospect.” It is upon us.
Until 200 years ago, the ratio of carbon dioxide molecules to all other molecules
in the atmosphere had been at about 275 parts per million (ppm). Since the industrial
revolution and our consumption of fossil fuels for energy, this ratio has risen to an
unprecedented level of 392 ppm, and continues to rise at 2 ppm every year. Many
scientists, climate experts, and progressive governments have concluded that the safe
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upper limit of CO2 in the atmosphere is 350 ppm. We have already begun to see the
disastrous consequences of surpassing this critical number, across the globe.
Glaciers, a vital source of drinking water to hundreds of millions of people, are
disappearing at alarming rates. Droughts are becoming more common, making it difficult
to grow food in many places. Disease-bearing mosquitoes are spreading globally due to
warming temperatures. Sea levels are rising, threatening the land and lives of billions of
shore-dwelling humans. Oceans are acidifying, making it difficult for animals to build
and maintain their shells and skeletons, and if levels of carbon dioxide continue to rise at
the current rate, so does the potential for the extinction of coral reefs. Extreme weather
events, such as hurricanes, floods, and tornadoes, are becoming commonplace,
exacerbating conflicts and security issues in resource-strapped regions. In conjunction
with most climate scientists and experts, former director of America’s National
Aeronautics and Space Administration and the first scientist to warn about global
warming two decades ago, James Hansen declared that to “preserve a planet similar to
that on which civilization developed and to which life on Earth is adapted,” it is critical to
reduce the ratio of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere to 350 parts per million at most
(McKibben, 2011).
Toward a Sustainable Future
Many populations of people have had a much lighter impact on the planet than
those of urban-industrial societies, yet often unfairly bear the brunt of the burden. But
not all people in “developed” society behave destructively towards the environment, and
not all people in “developing” society behave nobly towards it. Time and time again, we
see how one person, through her or his actions, can change how we think about the
world and how we act in it, e.g. Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, Adolf Hitler,
for better or for worse. So it is important to realize the worth of individual action, but
also recognize the complex and diverse behavioral patterns that reflect the
environmental and social matrix in which each person lives. Acting as members of
society, individuals often represent the social, economic, cultural, and political interests
of the “social fabric within which they are embedded” (Moran, 2006, p. 14).
All cultures have different conceptions of their relationship with the environment,
so it is impossible to find a single solution to the global environmental crisis. Many
cultures even have different conceptions of the very term “nature.” The Encyclopedia of
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the Early Modern World explains that:
Nature is often taken to be the reality of the physical and material world. It is
placed in opposition to culture, the product of human intervention and production.
Yet historians recognize that nature is actually a product of human culture—a
complex concept that has changed according to the views of particular individuals
and cultures in history. Nature can be thought of in terms of its components—for
example, the cosmos or material substances—and it can be conceptualized as an
entity in itself. In both respects the early modern era marked numerous
controversies concerning the nature of nature and concerning the makeup and
behavior of its constituent components. (Dewald, 2003).
Some cultures believe in a dichotomy, or division of nature and culture, while others, like
the Buddhist religion, understand the two as inseparable and foster equal compassion and
empathy for all forms of life. Conversely, Western culture tends to see the places and
spaces that they inhabit as separate from nature, and nature being only in national parks
and places far removed from their every day (Brondizio, Spierenburg, Traverse, 2004, p.
558). Specific sustainability solutions that work within the constraints and opportunities
provided by our physical, social, economic, and cultural settings, must be found and
fostered but in any case, it is crucial to protect and nurture our ecological world to ensure
an Earth worth living on for future generations. Though much easier said than done,
without embracing a conscious objective of global ecological sustainability, our days on
Earth are numbered (Moran, 2006).
Even among those who consciously embrace the objective of sustainability, there
lies a divergence in values between an eco-centric and anthropocentric worldview;
between understanding that all other species on Earth have equal value to human beings,
versus understanding that all species on Earth are here solely to serve human beings, as
the superior species. This anthropogenic worldview is extremely problematic and
incongruent to living and working within the constraints of natural systems.
Environmental anthropologist and author of People and Nature: An Introduction to
Human Ecological Relations Emilio Moran, explains that,
We cannot do this alone, but it must be a partnership of trust in human
communities bound by covenants that favor life over material accumulation, that
favor dignity for members of the community and the pleasures of taking care of
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each other, and nature, as the highest good. We need to re-conceptualize our
relations with each other, and with nature—and to think of human agents as
organic parts of nature (Moran, 2006, p. 9).

The understanding that we are part of a complex web of life can teach very valuable
lessons that we are all interconnected and dependent on other parts of the web to be able
to eat and exist, that we eat and are eaten, and that we have a role to play in the existence
and sustainability of this intricate web of life (Moran, 2006, p. 74). To foster a society
full of individuals with, at least a basic understanding of how the ecology of the world
works, and of their own ecological niche within its complex systems, would be to foster a
sustainable future.
If literacy is the ability to read, according to American ecologist Garrett Hardin,
ecological literacy is the ability to ask “what then?” (Orr, 1992, p. 85) Being ecologically
literate means having a basic understanding of ecology, human ecology, and concepts of
sustainability, as well as having the ability to solve problems (Orr, 2005, p. xi). It means
“a merger of landscape and mindscape,” or having an intimate understanding of the
landscape, an affinity for the living world, and a capacity to observe nature with
understanding (1992, p. 86). It means understanding how people and societies interact
with each other and with their natural systems and how they might do so sustainably.
Defined by environmentalist scholar David Orr, ecological literacy is comprehension of
the “interrelatedness of life grounded in the study of natural history, ecology, and
thermodynamics,” and understanding of the global crisis that is upon us, the dynamics of
the modern world, and the ways in which humans and whole societies are destructive to
the Earth (1992, p. 93).
The ultimate goal of this comprehension and understanding is to create a
foundation for sustainability. As defined by the 1987 Brundtland Commission report on
“sustainable development,” Our Common Future, the term sustainability means to meet
the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs (NGO Committee of Education, 1987). Yet,
indigenous cultures have fostered this principle long before the Brundtland Commission
developed the definition in 1987. The Great Law of the Iroquois declares that ‘in every
deliberation, we must consider the impact on the seventh generation…even if it requires
having skin as thick as the bark of a pine’ (Rosenberg, 2008).
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Historical, Cultural, and Religious Ecological Relations
Throughout human history, traditional cultures have embodied a deep spiritual

connection to the natural world. So we must ask when this disconnection between human
and nature began. The history of studying human ecological relations goes back to the
very beginning of Western thought and can also be found in non-Western societies
(Moran, 2006, p. 27). “Every society has philosophical or mythological explanations
about the natural world and human beings’ place in it” and “it is through such
explanations that members of society articulate both their behavior as individuals and
understand the requirements of survival” (Moran, 2006, p. 27). For example, the Arab
conception of human-environment relationship is largely related to astrological
explanations that consider humans to be part of the cosmos and their behaviors to be
determined by the ruling stars of their environment, and climatic consideration of
geography (Alavi, 1965, p. 68).
Many human behaviors and beliefs are still rooted in the preferences and habits of
our hunter-gatherer ancestors, which account for over 99% of human history. Living in
small bands and moving around frequently, humans had an immediate relationship with,
and minimal impact on the landscape. It was vital for us to understand our landscape
because we were relying directly upon it for survival. The transition from foraging to
cultivating the land was the biggest and most complex transformation in human history:
“Gone are the pleasures of going on trips to hunt and gather honey. Gone are the long
walks on spectacular landscapes, the pleasures of the chase, and the freedom to follow the
game or of finding new groves of trees with desired fruit” (Moran, 2006, p. 48). This
evolutionary transition drastically changed the nature of humans’ relationship to the
environment.
There are hundreds of hypotheses surrounding the interrelations between people
and nature that deal with meaning, ritual, cognition and ecological research (Moran, 2006,
p. 93). Author of Energy and Structure Richard Adams “suggests that the way nations
use resources embodies histories, and myths, which remain hidden from public scrutiny
because they have become culturally embedded” (Moran, 2006, p. 5). Linear thought,
reasoning, and analysis encouraged in Western-style education, which has become the
global model, does little to emphasize holistic thinking, without which it is impossible to
fully understand the complex ecology of the Earth. We should embrace the fact that it
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may be impossible to achieve “perfect information,” or to fully understand these systems.
Rather, we should focus on the need to strengthen the local production of food, energy
and goods to increase energy security, strengthen local economies and improve social
equity and environmental conditions (Post Carbon Institute, 2010).
Many scholars believe that the human-nature disconnection began with the
Industrial Revolution; its modern technical and engineering accomplishments fostered the
belief that humans can transcend their natural and genetic heritage (Kellert and
Heerwagen, 2008, p. vii). This belief has encouraged the mindset that progress is
measured by “its capacity for fundamentally altering and transforming the natural world,”
and resulted in the overexploitation of resources, degradation of the environment and
separation of people from natural systems and processes (p. vii). However, historian
Lynn White suggests that the source of our ecological crisis originates much further back
than capitalism and the industrial revolution, rather from the inherent values of the JudeoChristian religion. It is written in the book of Genesis to be fruitful, multiply and have
dominion over the earth and its creatures, and the human species has had no problem
following this aspect of religious law whether intentionally or not (White, 1967).
But in many ways and in many religious foundations, God and nature are
synonymous. Leonard Boff, one of the most profound theologians in the late twentieth
century, felt that saving the world which God created was equally as important a
testament of faith as loving one’s neighbor (Boff and Berryman, 1997). He suggested that
hugging a tree, although generally criticized in our society, was equivalent to hugging
God—a simple action that can lead people to recognize the sacredness of the
environment and the importance of giving it centrality in our actions (Moran, 2006). Still
major churches and other religious institutions have not expressed commitment to
protecting the environment and until they do most citizens will continue self-interested,
material-driven “business as usual” decision-making.
Contrarily, there is an emerging alliance of religion and ecology that seeks to use
the “symbolic, scriptural, ritual, and ethical dimensions of religious traditions that support
nature, to inspire environmental activism and protection around the world” (Tucker, M.
E., 2007). This alliance assumes that environmental sustainability can be promoted by
activating a sense of the Earth’s sacred qualities (Tucker, 2002). Religion has always had
an important role to play in safeguarding the enduring values of human civilization as
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well as motivating its moral transformations, and it still holds this power today. Over
thirty years ago, historian Lynn White noted this religious influence: “What people do
about their ecology depends on what they think about themselves in relation to things
around them. Human ecology is deeply conditioned by beliefs about our nature and
destiny—that is, by religion” (White, 1997, p. 3). Religions can be limiting but can also
be liberating, preserving traditions but also provoking social change (Tucker, 2002).
Unlike science and secularism, people hold on to religion in times of vulnerability
and trouble. Faith in religion encourages the “‘organic solidarity’ that makes social life
more than a contract among self-interested individuals” (Moran, 2006, p. 96). It is “the
basis for altruism, devotion to the group, …the value of sacrifice for the community,
and…a way to overcome difficulties that appear rationally to be beyond explanation”
(Moran, 2006, p. 96). But our current addiction to material things and to making
calculated decisions to maximize productivity and function has resulted in a loss of faith,
trust, and community, greater unhappiness, and a destructive way of dealing with the
world that sustains us (Moran, 2006).
According to founding member of the Forum on Religion and Ecology Mary
Evelyn Tucker (2002), world religions hold certain overarching principles and values in
relation to nature—“reverence, respect, restraint, redistribution, and responsibility.” It is
Tucker’s impression that religions are moving towards an expanding understanding of
their “cosmological orientations and ethical obligations.” These ideals, previously
understood only in relation to other humans, must be extended to include all forms of life
and the environments that sustain them (2002). As this shift occurs, and there are signs
that it has already begun,
Religions can advocate reverence for the earth and its profound cosmological
processes, respect for the earth’s myriad species, an extension of ethics to include
all life forms, restraint in the use of natural resources combined with support for
effective alternative technologies, equitable redistribution of wealth, and
acknowledgement of human responsibility in regard to the continuity of life and
the ecosystems that support life (Tucker, 2002).
Regardless of whether our global environmental crisis stems from the increase in
human population, Western consumer capitalist culture, Judeo-Christian religions, or the
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myriad of other hypotheses, it is important to avoid the assumption that the natural world
at its finest is one without humans in it. Nearly every ecosystem on Earth has been
shaped by human action and interaction since the first hominids walked the Earth
millions of years ago. Our hunting and gathering ancestors did not passively adapt to the
environment, rather they altered it as needed, to ease their quest for food and survival. In
addition to understanding that we are a part of the complex web of life on Earth and not
conquerors of it, we must also remember that a human-less nature is not necessarily an
ideal nature.
Change on an Individual, Societal, and Global Scale
“People are not capable of living a complete and healthy life detached from
nature; we benefit from direct contact with living biological forms, and not the poor
substitute we see in so many urban and architectural settings today” (Salingaros and
Masden II, 2008, p. 63). According to Edward Wilson’s biophilia hypothesis, humans
require contact with nature and with the complex geometry of natural forms, just as much
as we need nutrients and air for our metabolism (Kellert 2005; Kellert and Willson 1993).
Leaders in biophilic design understand that the human mind and body have evolved in a
sensory-rich world in response to natural conditions and stimuli, such as sunlight,
weather, water, plants, and animals. These organic elements continue to be critical to
human maturation, functional development, and ultimately survival (Kellert and
Heerwagen, 2008, p. vii).
The survival of humanity depends on a global ecological paradigm shift, a drastic
change in values; “with the global crises in finance and economy, climate, food, and
energy, with shifting power dynamics between countries and a rising global middle class,
it is becoming increasingly evident that a paradigm shift is urgently needed in both North
and South” (Nilles & Auclair, p. 3, 2013). To develop a pervasive ethic of ecological
responsibility is to learn how to speak “nature’s language” (Capra, 2005, p. 19). To
speak “nature’s language” is to embrace a new way of thinking and seeing the world in
terms of “relationships, connectedness, and context” rather than contents, structure, and
objective knowledge and thought (p. 21). The pervasive capitalist ethic has us measuring
individual success based on money, status, and material goods, but this paradigm is
slowly beginning to shift:
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Many Americans are seeking ways to escape the values of expansionist
industrialism (embodied in the key idea of growth) and live by new values
associated with ecology (embodied in the key idea of sustainability). They don’t
let the earning and spending of money become their top priority. They dress
simply but with flair and eat healthy foods. They focus on activities that have
personal meaning to them, not just status appeal. They are conscientious about
recycling, lessening consumption, and generally reducing their impacts
(Callenbach, 2005, p. 48).
“Profound social and political reform towards systematic change are slow in coming

(Nilles & Auclair, p. 3, 2013),” but the catastrophes of desertification, deforestation,
overpopulation, famine, and disease brought on by anthropogenic climate change,
overpopulation and resource depletion, will not halt while we slowly shift this paradigm.
Thus, it is vital and urgent for global sustainability that we develop a widespread ethic of
ecological responsibility and identity (Callenbach, 2005, p. 48).
Developing an “ecological identity” is equally crucial for sustaining the human
species on this planet as it is for becoming fully human (Verhagen, 2010). We are
constantly constructing our personal identities based on ethnicity, religion, nationality,
and social status, but we rarely identify ourselves based on the planet that we live on. In
addition to being a father, mother, student, or psychologist, we are also all earthlings.
This is a common identity that binds every single being together not just as humans, but
also as inhabitants of this glorious planet. So what exactly is an “ecological identity”?
Author of Ecological Identity: Becoming a Reflective Environmentalist Mitchell
Thomashow explains that, “ecological identity refers to all the different ways people
construe themselves in relationship to the earth as manifested in personality, values,
actions, and sense of self” (Thomashow, 1995, p. 3). It involves reframing a person’s
point of view by restructuring values, reorganizing perceptions, and altering socially and
environmentally directed actions (Thomashow). We have an identity that connects us
with other beings and with the Earth, but we also have an identity as catalysts of the
global environmental crisis and the only species on the planet that is capable of abstract
reasoning, introspection, and extensive problem solving. Thus we have a responsibility to
use these tools to lead us to solve this crisis that we have caused. Sustainability
sociologist Frans Verhagen (2010) explains that in order to do so, it is critical to nurture
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one’s ecological identity, because “the future of humanity and the Earth depends on
whether humans understand how to commune with the natural world rather than exploit
it; on whether they develop their capacity for intimacy in human-Earth relations.”
In the Context of Israel-Palestine
Located at a meeting point between three continents and home to both desert and
populated regions, the environment in Israel is under immense pressure (Negev, Sagy,
Garb, Salzberg, Tal, 2008, p. 4). This small region, about the size of New Jersey, contains
diverse habitats, e.g. arid, semiarid, temperate, Mediterranean, and subtropical climate
conditions, that are currently being threatened by rising population and rising
expectations of living standards. During the last sixty years, the standard of living has
reached European levels of prosperity and the population has risen from one million to a
staggering seven million mostly due to adult immigration. This has resulted in an
expansive variety of environmental hazards,
Notably urban air pollution, massive contamination of ground and surface water,
and loss of open spaces in urban development. Furthermore, the immigrant adult
population of Israelis is likely to have a lower level of familiarity with the local
environment and, more broadly, a lower level of environmental literacy (Negev,
Sagy, Garb, Salzberg, Tal, 2008, p. 4).
Israel-Palestine is a hotbed for many issues—cultural, religious, political, and
environmental—but the constant focus on diplomacy and hostilities pushes
environmental protection off the public agenda (Alleson & Schoenfeld, 2007). Although
environmental issues have recently become the subject of increasing public concern and
attention, environmentally irresponsible decisions continue to be made in the name of
economic and militaristic expansion. The current state of affairs is transforming Israel
into a country with “depleted and degraded natural resources, widely differential access
to natural resources, woefully inadequate conceptions of ecological responsibility, and
potentially devastating local effects of global climate change” (Alleson & Schoenfeld,
2007). Conversely, organizations such as EcoPeace: Friends of the Earth Middle East,
focus more of their attention on solving environmental issues and less on the prolonged
and exacerbated Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the hopes of uniting Israelis, Palestinians,
and other invested parties, on the same issues and, in turn, building peace.
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Caused largely by wealthy members of urban-industrial society, this crisis we face

has unfairly burdened members of “undeveloped” and “developing” societies, who do not
have the means or resources to combat these consequences. With increasingly severe and
frequent consequences, this ecological crisis will not discriminate against one particular
nationality, religious or ethnic group over another. If not addressed quickly, climate
change and resource depletion is likely to destroy Israel-Palestine’s precious environment
and put its entire people in harms way. Due to the urgency of the matter, the crisis
presents an unprecedented opportunity to unite the conflicted region and compel its
people, regardless of religious, ethnic, or national identity, to put their differences aside
and solve these critical problems together.
Not only does this ecological crisis present the opportunity for peace and
cooperation between Israel and Palestine, but also it requires the collaboration of these
peoples in order to find solutions. Nonprofit ‘EcoPeace: Friends of the Earth Middle East’
builds on this idea of environmental peacemaking by promoting cooperative efforts to
protect the shared environmental heritage of the Middle East and to advance sustainable
regional development and long lasting peace (FoEME, n.d.):
Based on the principle that our common dependency on natural resources and a
healthy environment facilitates cooperation between societies and nations and can
therefore foster the process of peacemaking among conflict regions,
Friends of the Earth Middle East work collaboratively from offices stationed in Israel,
Palestine, and Jordan to tackle environmental and peace building issues.
It is vital for Israel, founded as a Jewish and democratic state and considered a
holy place for Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, to embody the alliance between religion
and ecology in order to solve its environmental problems. This embodiment might start
with encouraging the development of a countrywide narrative of regional identity based
on common ecology, rather than a predetermined sense of identity based solely on
religious or ethnic group (Alleson & Schoenfeld, 2007). Yet, religion is not the only facet
of society that has a role to play in environmental sustainability. Every institution of
society—corporations, organizations, schools, governments, synagogues, mosques and
churches—has an important role to play in an ecological paradigm shift.
Although quantitative data on ecological literacy based on religious or ethnic
identity in Israel is sparse, there was a study conducted in 2008 (Negev, Sagy, Garb,
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Salzberg, Tal) that evaluated the ecological literacy of Israeli elementary and high school
students. The purpose was to determine whether the environmental education programs,
initiated a decade prior, had been successful thus far. The authors define ecological
literacy as having,
environmental and ecological knowledge, clear positions on environmental issues,
cognitive skills to analyze environmental problems, and behavior patterns that are
designed to limit individual environmental impact or contribute to broader
societal efforts to protect the environment (Negev, Sagy, Garb, Salzberg, Tal,
2008, p. 4).
The study, based on surveys administered to 6th and 12th grade public school
students, measured ecological literacy in three categories—knowledge, attitudes, and
behavior. Given the higher average economic status of Jewish people compared to Arab
people in Israel, the results demonstrated that students in Jewish schools, both secular and
religious, scored higher in environmental knowledge of global and national issues, and
general ecological principles, than students in Arab schools. It also concluded that Arab
12th graders scored higher than Jewish students in attitudes, e.g. awareness, willingness to
act, sensitivity to environmental issues, affection for nature, sense of responsibility; and
behavior, e.g. consumption patterns, individual conservation, environmental activism,
and leisure involving nature.
In general, knowledge was higher in wealthier communities, but attitudes and
behavior did not suffer significantly with socioeconomic status. In fact, Arab children
scored higher in behavior than did Jewish children despite lower scores in knowledge.
Students in the middle socioeconomic group scored higher than students in the low or
high group. The authors concluded that, “as expected, knowledge was generally related to
ethnic and socioeconomic affiliation. Attitudes were moderately correlated to ethnic
background, with some mixed responses to socioeconomic affiliation” (Negev, Sagy,
Garb, Salzberg, Tal, 2008, p. 17). The results revealed significant gaps in environmental
knowledge and behavior among Israeli high school students, proving that the
environmental education curriculum established a decade prior had not accomplished
what it had originally intended. The authors suggested that to effectively address the
country’s environmental issues (“litter control, mobile-source air pollution, low levels of
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recycling, urban sprawl”), there must be public involvement and cooperation at national
and local levels, increased environmental education programs, further research about
existing and experimental pedagogical techniques, and openness to new environmental
educational curriculums and initiatives (Negev, Sagy, Garb, Salzberg, Tal, 2008, p. 17).
In addition to educational programs, there have been other initiatives
implemented in Israel with the intent of building peace and sustainability. In the early to
mid-1990s, Israel established “people to people” programs, which concentrated on
bringing Arab and Jewish participants together for a period of one to three days to
“deepen the peace,” through cross-cultural personal encounters and cooperation. The
programs served different needs for each group:
For Arab participants, they ideally provide an opportunity to interact with Jews, as
well as to voice ideas and perceptions of the conflict in a direct, honest, and safe
environment without fear and accusation, humiliation or violence. Jewish
participants, in turn, can confront their deep-seated fears and learn about the
political perceptions and cultures of Arabs (Alleson & Schoenfeld, 2007, p. 372).
Because official parties are reluctant to engage with each other, the “people to people”
programs were beneficial in finding ways to “share land and future coexistence,” but
were only practical if addressed within ‘“a framework that also addresses inequity,
injustice and dispossession’” (p. 373). Without offering that framework, the programs
were worthless, offering only a false “feel-good” sentiment, trivializing the oppression
Palestinians face from Israel, and failing to provide the venue to create any real political
or social change (p. 373).
The Arava Institute for Environmental Studies was founded in 1996 in Eilat,
Israel, due to the limitations of the “people to people” program, with the intention to
overcome these constraints and the large-scale goal of environmental sustainability,
peace-building and social justice. The institute was built with the ambition to develop a
regional environmental network based on “cooperation to challenge the narrow
perception of environmental issues through the needs, interests, and rights of the
respective national communities” (p. 371). Their programs foster the understanding that
the solution to the global environmental crisis requires not only cooperation though
management plans, policy initiatives, and technological innovations, but also
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environmental justice discourse about “privilege, asymmetric power relations,
exploitation, and oppression” (p. 371).
A unique organization that seeks to change power relations in Israel-Palestine to
foster the equitable management of the environment for peace, social justice, and
sustainability in the Middle East, the Arava Institute recognizes that there is a lot of work
to be done in this region. Because Israel-Palestine is a region deeply rooted in religion,
with a country established on its soil based solely on religious history and belief, it shows
promise to use this alliance of ecology and religion to become an example for the rest of
the world trans-national cooperation, ecological literacy, and social and environmental
sustainability. Many scholars, government programs, religious organizations and
educational institutions have made productive efforts to achieve ecological literacy and
environmental sustainability in Israel-Palestine, but this dream is still very far from
becoming reality.
Photography in a Globalized World
The photograph was unveiled to the world in 1839. It was a monumental
technological innovation that would reflect and shape our world in brand new ways.
Previously, painting had been the standard medium employed to record ‘reality’—
portraits, landscapes, and historical events—but the invention of photography rendered
painting obsolete in many respects. Often deemed ‘the ghost of painting,’ photography
now serves largely the same function as painting historically did: “to copy the observable
world and to communicate visual information in an uninflected manner” (Clarke, 1997, p.
19, Marian, 2006, p. 3). The ingenious combination of the basic ingredients of
photography—a light tight box, lenses, and light-sensitive substances—made it possible
to fix a moment in time, to document history, and to ‘“open up new, unsuspected
dimensions of reality’” (Clarke, 1997, p. 21).
In the decade following its introduction into mainstream culture, photography
became a controversial topic, received variously “as an art, a danger to art, a science, a
revolutionary means of education, a mindless machine, and a threat to social order”
(Marian, 2006, p. xiv). Regardless, it was clear that photography would offer enormous
potential for cultural, technological, and artistic innovation, and it continues to do so
today. Diverse fields of photography, such as fine arts, photojournalism, social
documentary, and scientific imaging, have provided immense opportunities for human
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reflection and advancement, and the merging of these fields in recent photographic
history provides further windows of opportunity today.
Landscape Photography
Photography emerged at an opportune time, when painters were seeking a new
realism, Western cultures were gaining a new awareness of natural processes, and
pioneers were continuing the exploration and settlement of new lands (Clarke, 1997, p.
55). At its start, landscape photography remained encoded within the language of
academic painting, striving for the ideal picturesque scene from the perspective of the
privileged tourist, but the medium began to change with the changing landscape.
Industrial and urban development became so pervasive in North America by the mid-20th
century, that “more often, nature was a distant presence with which humans could not
convincingly connect, but for whose fate they were implicitly responsible” (Marien, 2006,
p. 474). This reality was reflected in contemporary landscape photography.
As industrial development in the West continued, so did the portrayal of nature as
the wounded victim. Thirty-five years ago, curator of a group show of American
landscape photography called Photographs of a Man-Altered Landscape William Jenkins,
coined the term “new topographics,” referring to the growing unease about the natural
landscape being eroded by industrial development and urban sprawl (O’Hagan, 2010).
The influence of the 1975 exhibition was pervasive; it established the ordinary as a
legitimate subject for photography and sent a political message about the banal reality of
our constructed landscapes. Although the public’s initial reaction to the exhibit was
largely negative or dismissive, critics recognized the austere beauty and intrigue of the
artful images of our man-made reality. Evermore intriguing is the fact that these
photographs, taken almost four decades ago may still appear to be a part of our
contemporary landscape today (O’Hagan, 2010).
The pervasive influence of the New Topographics movement is evident in the
works of many landscape photographers. For example, Joel Sternfeld (b. 1944), who was
vital to the establishment of color photography as a respected art medium, focused on
human-altered landscapes, exploring the irony of unsuccessful towns, barren-looking
landscapes, and other human-caused tragedies. In Approximately 17 of 41 whales which
beached (and subsequently died) (1979), Sternfeld employed physical distance to
symbolize emotional detachment at the scene of beached whales on the shore of Kansas
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City, Missouri (see Appendix I.1). In John Davies’ Agecroft Power Station (1983), the
overwhelming presence of the industrial power plant in the countryside makes the natural
landscape, giving the photograph an austere melancholic tone (Clarke, 1997). (see
Appendix I.2). In addition to documenting natural and industrial landscapes, artists often
use the human body in art, documentary, and advocacy photography to characterize
human separation from the natural world and to act as “nature’s chief representative”
(Marien, 2006, p. 475).
Portrait Photography
A diverse range of photographic practices developed in the mediums’ early years,
e.g., landscape, scientific, documentary, but none gained momentum quite like the
photographic portrait did. The portrait serves to describe an individual and her/his social
identity, typically much faster and easier than traditional painting ever could. Author of
The Photograph: A Visual and Cultural History Graham Clarke, considers the portrait to
be one of the most complex and problematic areas of photographic practice, “the site of a
complex series of interactions—aesthetic, cultural, ideological, sociological, and
psychological” (1997, p. 102). But, what makes a portrait photograph successful?
As in all art forms, the answer is largely subjective but certain generalities can be
largely agreed upon. The essence of a good portrait is in ‘character revelation.’ It is
important for the viewer to feel a sense of connection to the person portrayed, to be able
to relate and feel empathy. Another assertion of a successful portrait is that it “catches a
moment of stillness within the daily flows of things, when the inside of a person has a
chance to come through” (Clarke, 1997, p. 101). Although on a superficial level, the
portrait photograph is very different from the portrait painting—capturing only an
instantaneous moment rather than a study over time—the medium of portrait
photography still remains encoded in the language of painting, following the formal study
of visually representing individual status and personality (Clarke, 1997).
This new artistic medium presented the opportunity to go places that portrait
painting could not. The painted portrait was typically reserved for prominent public
figures and the social elite, those who could afford to commission artists, but the faster,
cheaper, and more accessible medium of photography opened up the realm of portraiture
as a celebration of all social classes and religious, ethnic, or national groups. Combining
landscape, portraiture, and ethnographic recording, painters turned photographers Davis
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Octavius Hill (1802-70) and Robert Adamson (1821-48) extended the nature of portrait
photography in radical ways. Taking the subject out of the studio and putting them back
in the context of real life, provided “detail amidst a larger complex of social, cultural, and
individual indexes” (Clarke, 1997, p. 107). In some of the earliest anthropological
photographs for example, Baiting the Line (see Appendix I.3), Hill and Adamson
document the lives of ordinary peasants from Edinburgh’s fishing village, Newhaven, to
celebrate their traditional lifestyle and appeal to the yearning for pre-industrial times.
Ethnographic Studies in Photography
The term ‘ethnography’ literally means “a description of peoples or cultures”
(Denscombe, 2010, p. 79). Early social anthropologists used this research strategy to
provide detailed and permanent accounts of small, isolated tribe cultures. With their
camera as research tools, Hill and Adamson paved the route for ethnographic
photography, but the area of study soon took a dubious turn. Most of the work in the field
became focused on illustrating the differences between physical appearances of the
human race. Although it ultimately failed to be carried out, the Calcutta exhibition of
1869 proposed to gather “tribal” peoples from Asia, Polynesia, and Australia “for
purposes of examination and photography” (Marien, 2006, p. 152). Following the
unsuccessful proposal, many studies were conducted that led to the strengthened belief
that there are basic differences among human races, observable through physical
appearance (Marian, 2006, p. 154).
In conjunction with the global expansion of Western political and economic
interest, many Westerners performed studies photographing non-Western people in
attempt to highlight physical and cultural differences. This representation of one culture
specifically for the consumption by another culture with a fascination for the foreign is
called exoticism (Jones, 2013). The most common form of these photographs depicted
Middle Eastern and Asian women in sexually suggestive positions. Referred to as
“orientalism” by cultural critic Edward Said (1978), this type of exoticism “has come to
mean the wholesale social labeling of non-Western peoples as passive, rather than active;
childlike, rather than mature; feminine, rather than masculine; and timeless, that is,
separate from the progress of Western history” (Marien, 2006, p. 154).
As it became clear that Western development was encroaching on the very
survival of indigenous peoples, anthropological photography took on a moral urgency.
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Ironically responding to the belief that the traditional life of Native Americans was
endangered, the United States established the Bureau of Ethnology in 1879 and hired
photographer John K. Hillers to document the vanishing peoples (Marien, 2006). Many
Western photographers made it their duty to document dying cultures before it was too
late. With the growing acceptance of photography as an honest representation of reality,
the medium became a trusted source of credible evidence for the documentation of
peoples, cultures, and historical events. Since the nineteenth century, this technological
innovation has played a vital role in public awareness, education and social change.
Photography and Globalization
Globalization has presented opportunities and obstacles alike, but the sheer fact
that time and distance are no longer a barrier has fostered questions about “cultural
territory, national identity and social roots” (Marien, 2006, p. 496). Documentary
photographers concerned with social change often hope to stimulate reform directly
through their images, while others use their images to reach beyond into direct social
action. For example, photographer Ravi Agarwal documents social inequality and
poverty in India by composing images of homeless people in the shadows of newly
constructed hotels and office buildings of large cities (Marien, 2006, p. 498). Waiting for
daily work early in the morning in Surat city depicts a large group of Indian men eagerly
awaiting any opportunity for work on the city streets (see Appendix I.4).
The early 21st century brought to some photographers a longing to escape
imposed ethnic and national identities, yet the desire to create photography for and about
specific locales contradicts this ideal. The current notion that Western ideas and
economics are globally pervasive means that all non-Western art is influenced by the
West. It means that the “Us and the Other” approach to photography—the idea of the
“exotic, morally superior other”—no longer exists (Marien, 2006, p. 498). The
contemporary photographer must consider the role and influence of her/his subjects as
well as her/himself when utilizing photography to examine and document cultures,
nations, identities and their respective social and environmental issues.

Narrative Interviews as Ethnography
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Ethnography, or the description of peoples or cultures, means using a holistic

research approach to illustrate often routine and normal facets of everyday life and
society, with an emphasis on understanding things from the point of view of those
involved (Denscombe, 2010, p. 79-80). Martyn Denscombe (2010) describes its purpose
as the production of
detailed pictures of events or cultures—descriptions which stand in their own
right without the need to worry about how representative the situation is or what
the broader implications might be in terms of other events or cultures of the type,
or of contributing to wider theories (p. 84).
The validity of the ethnographic research depends on the understanding and notation of
the researcher’s role in the data collection. As much as ethnography intends to collect an
objective understanding of the subject, the researcher still must utilize her/his own
meanings and language, which are products of culture, personal experiences, and beliefs,
to describe everything that she/he observes. Thus the outcome must not be considered an
impartial documentation, rather a creative work that is the product of interpretation,
writing, and editing, as well as the researcher’s reflection of the reality of the situation (p.
86).
In other respects, it is also impossible to take the researcher out of the world they
seek to describe. Not only do the researcher’s identity, values, and beliefs affect the
interpretation of data, but also her/his presence, protocol, and personality affect the very
substance of the original data. The ‘interviewer effect’ states that interviewees will
respond differently based on how they perceive the person that is asking the questions,
e.g. age, sex, ethnicity, occupational status and assumed notions of what she/he wants to
hear (Denscombe, 2010, p. 178). As much as researchers can strive to remain neutral to
encourage natural and unbiased responses, it is impossible to change our identities. What
can and must be done to ensure the validity of ethnographic research interviews is
scrutinize the influence of researcher/informant roles on storytelling interactions and the
types of narratives that are produced (De Fina, 2010, p. 27).
Based on a study conducted to analyze the effects of context, and insider and
outsider status of researchers on shaping interview data collection, De Fina (2010)
concluded, “all data are irreducibly context-bound in such a way as to make it impossible
for analysts to separate the observed from the observer” (p. 28). The unavoidable
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subjectivity of narrative interviews as ethnography should not discount its realized worth.
Communities tell stories, or “interpretations of experiences containing an evaluative or
moral framework,” to construct a shared identity and to identify potential for change
(Paulson, 2011, p. 151). Asking open-ended questions and listening with minimum
interruption encourages the telling of stories, and the telling of stories encourages social
transformation, particularly in the instance that the standard story about a community or
institution is challenged (p. 151). Despite and perhaps due to its subjective nature, the
flexible and open format of narrative research provides rich qualitative data at the
individual and community level that grants the potential for environmental and social
change on a local and global scale.
Identity Theory as Applied to Ecological Identity
Identity is a psychological and sociological construct to describe an individual
that locates her or himself within a social and political context (Clayton, p. 164, 2012).
According to the Encyclopedia of Sociology, the framework of identity theory holds four
premises: 1) “human beings are actors as well as reactors;” 2) “human action and
interaction are critically shaped by definitions and interpretations of the situations of
action and interaction;” 3) “the meanings which persons attribute to themselves, their
self-conceptions, are especially critical to the process producing their action and
interaction;” and 4) “self-conceptions...are shaped in the course of interaction with others
and are...the outcomes of others’ responses to the person” (Stryker, 2000). Today’s
society is a intricate system of interactions and relationships; a complex mosaic of groups,
communities, organizations, institutions, crosscutting social demarcations of class, age,
gender, ethnicity, religion, and more (Stryker, 2000). Because self reflects society, “self
must be seen as multifaceted, as comprised of a variety of parts that are sometimes
interdependent and sometimes independent of other parts, sometimes mutually
reinforcing and sometimes conflicting, and that are organized in multiple ways” (Stryker,
2000).
Further complicating the understanding of this construct of identity is that people
can have multiple identities with varying salience and significance throughout their
lifetimes; the extent to which they are fixed or fluid is an impact of social context
(Clayton, 2012). With greater flexibility in geographical location, religious affiliation,
political ideology, occupational identity, and even gender identity in Western society
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today, people have far more choice in shaping their own identity (Clayton, 2012).
Identities have become much more responsive to political events and reflective of
personal preferences, blurring the lines between personal and social (Clayton, 2012). In
this matrix of gender, social class, age, religious, and ethnic identity, ecological or
environment identity also needs to be considered.
“Ecological identity refers to all the different ways people construe themselves in
relationship to the earth as manifested in personality, values, actions, and sense of self”
(Thomashow, 1995, p. 3). Clayton (2003) has argued that “a sense of connection to some
part of the nonhuman natural environment,” or “a belief that environment is important to
us and an important part of who we are” can affect “the way we perceive and act toward
the world” (pp. 45-46). Yet, environmentalism or ecological identity proves difficult to
qualify or quantify because, at best, it appears to be empathy or care for nature, and not
necessarily a politicized position of personal identity traits (Light, 2000). Environmental
sociologists have studied the correlation between attitudes toward the environment and
environmental behavior, but only a modest relationship has been reported between the
two (Strets & Biga, 2003).
Although findings have been somewhat mixed, previous studies have
demonstrated that women tend to express higher levels of concern for the environment
than men do, with the most consistent explanation being that women care more about the
health and safety of their families and communities than men do (Stret & Biga, 2003).
Stret and Biga’s (2003) sociological study explores how environment identity and its
prominence, salience, and commitment, along with environmental attitudes relate to
environmental behavior (Figure 1). Their findings demonstrate that an ecological
worldview is not associated with pro-environment behavior, “perhaps because it is a set
of beliefs towards the environment that are too global and therefore not related to specific
behaviors” (Stret & Briga, p. 418, 2003). Rather,
The value dimension that significantly influences environmental behavior is
social altruism, or safeguarding the environment to protect the welfare of other
humans. In general, findings reveal that the relationship between proenvironmental attitudes and behavior is, in part, spurious due to the influence of
the environment identity. One’s identity serves as an important motivator for
behavior, because people act in ways to verify their identity meaning. This is a
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human process that environmental sociologists need to incorporate into their
research (Stret & Briga, 2003).

Figure 1: Stret and Biga's Environment Identity Model
One reason why so few people take action to address global environmental issues
is because they do not feel personally responsible, however a strong place-based identity
can motivate people to protect a certain place, just as a strong environmental identity can
motivate people to protect the planet (Clayton, 2012). Similarly, “commons dilemmas,”
in which unregulated shared resources are being depleted faster than they can be
replenished, are typically solved best when there is a sense of group or collective identity
within the community (Clayton, 2012). According to Brewer’s (1991) optimal
distinctiveness theory, people strive for a sense of belonging to a group, without feeling
wholly contained in, or defined by that group. Clayton (2012) hypothesizes that the
environment can satisfy this human need for connectedness “by encouraging people to
recognize their interdependence with a larger system.”
In the same ways that an individual’s gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and social
class influence their identity, so does her/his relationship with the environment. The
conception of the self within her/his environment, then dictates how he or she behaves
towards it. Because today we live so much of our daily lives in man-made structures and
have little direct contact with undisturbed nature, the majority of people in Western
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society lack a strong ecological identity. Some have argued that “shifts in perspective are
necessary to adequately address the environmental challenges we face,” yet more applied
research on how to create and nurture environmental identity is necessary in order to find
satisfactory solutions (Clayton, 2012).
Multi-Media Art: Photography and Audio Narration
Lawyer-turned-fine art photographer and self-proclaimed “part reporter, part
anthropologist” Michael Nye, utilizes both audio interviews and portrait photography in
his work. For his series, About Hunger and Resilience, Nye spent about five years
traveling the U.S. collecting stories of hunger and dedicating up to four days with each
subject to record their stories and take their photographs (see Appendix I.5). The result
was a fine arts exhibition consisting of strong black and white portraits, each paired with
headphones that the viewer could put on, to listen to a five-minute audio clip. He
describes his work: “‘Once you start listening, you find that it’s really about ourselves.
It’s not about those people, but it’s about humanity” (Kirscher 2010).
Vermont-born artist Jonathan Harris utilizes a multi-media web-based approach to
tell similar stories of humanity. For his Balloons for Bhutan project, he traveled to
Bhutan, the only country in the world to measure its success based on ‘Gross Domestic
Happiness,’ rather than Gross Domestic Product, to paint a portrait of happiness in the
last Himalayan Kingdom on Earth (Popova 2011). Harris asked five questions about
happiness to 117 people of various ages, occupations, education levels, and social
statuses. He photographed each person holding the number of balloons that corresponded
to their happiness on a scale of one to ten, as well as holding a balloon with their number
one wish written onto it. He paired these photographs with the corresponding audio
interviews on a user-friendly, interactive webpage, creating a unique and compelling
digital collection of human stories (see Appendix I.6).
Vermont photographer Ned Castle collaborated with the Vermont Coalition of
Runaway and Homeless Youth Programs (VCRHYP) and youths living across the state in
difficult circumstances to create The HIGHLOW Project (2011), “a collection of
photographs and audio narrations that capture high and low moments from the lives of
Vermont youth at-risk” (Castle 2011). The results were large-scale photographs depicting
elaborate re-enactments of these events, paired with audio narratives that provided
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context for the photographs and explain their significance (see Appendix I.7). The youths
were given the responsibility of creative decision-making, making them collaborators and
not just subjects.
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Methodology
Goals and Objectives
The goal of my thesis project was to create a series of artworks that inspires
individuals to be part of an ecological paradigm shift essential to the healing and
protection of the Earth. I set out to combine visual and audio digital media techniques to
take the viewers into the hearts and minds of ten individuals from diverse ethnic, cultural,
and religious backgrounds. Storytelling is a very powerful, yet under-utilized, tool that
allows us to connect with each other, reflect on ourselves and our world, and understand
the unique predicament of humankind on this Earth. Art is a necessary tool to “digest
what is happening to us, make the sense out of it that proceeds to action” (McKibben,
2005). In between the clamor about carbon offsets, renewable energy, and “green”
consumer solutions, we must search for solutions within ourselves. We have all of the
technology we need to shift to a sustainable future, but it will never happen without the
desire for a new paradigm within ourselves. On Being Earthlings seeks to tell the stories
of ten individuals, who all believe that we must spark a global ecological paradigm shift
and whom are all working towards eliciting this change, to differing extents in their own
individual way.
Utilizing ethnographic research methods, I collected my raw data—audio
interviews and digital photographs—during the fall semester of my senior year while
living on Kibbutz Lotan in Israel’s Arava desert and enrolled in Living Routes’ study
abroad program, ‘Peace, Justice, and the Environment.’ Upon returning to the University
of Vermont for my final semester, I compiled each interview into a two-to-four minute
narrative and chose one portrait that I felt embodied each individual’s energy and
personality in visually interesting ways. I presented the results as a fine art exhibit in the
Davis Center in April 2014, at which each photograph displayed on the wall was
accompanied by a phone number and extension, which the viewer would call to listen to
the audio narrative.
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Interviews
Throughout the semester abroad, I lived with, learned from, and talked to people
from diverse ethnic, geographic, and cultural backgrounds, e.g. Israelis, Palestinians,
Bedouins, Jews, Muslims, Christians, and international students and travelers, who have
grown up in urban, suburban, rural or desert communities or kibbutzim. Taking
advantage of the plethora of experiences that these people had to offer, I selected a
sample of ten subjects to participate in audio recorded, in-depth one-on-one interviews.
My intention to include as much diversity as possible among the interviewees was limited
due to factors such as location, willingness of participants, technical issues and time
constraints. The study included five male and five female participants, between the ages
of twenty-seven and forty-four. Two were American, two were Palestinian, and six were
Israeli. Table 1, on the following page, identifies the ten participants and their
corresponding sex, age, nationality, and religion as known.
I conducted the interviews in an informal, semi-structured fashion, so that the
interviewee felt as comfortable as possible speaking openly and honestly. Prior to the
interviews and photo shoots, I explained the purpose of the project, presented them with
the themes and ideas that I wished to address, and had each of them sign a consent form
(see Appendix II) agreeing to be interviewed and photographed about their personal
experiences with the intention of presenting their stories and portraits as a public art
exhibit at the University of Vermont. For the interviews, I prompted each person with
questions but allowed the dialogue to flow in any direction that felt natural, productive,
and/or relevant. I began each interview by asking the subject to introduce her/himself and
provide brief background information about their life history: name, age, birthplace,
nationality, religion, and current place of residence.
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Table 1: Interview Subjects
Name

Sex

Age Nationality

Religion

Shahar Dagan

Male

29

Israeli

Jewish

Rina Kedem

Female

n/a

Israeli/American

Jewish

Ted Swaggerty

Male

29

American

Christian

Moshe Alon

Male

27

Israeli

Jewish

Murad Alkhufash

Male

44

Palestinian

Muslim

Ethan Hirsch-Tauber

Male

35

American

Jewish

Noa Dolev

Female

27

Israeli

Jewish

Melissa Jansen

Female

n/a

Israeli/New Zealander

Jewish

Aya Pinner

Female

28

Israeli

Jewish

Dima Khoury

Female

30

Palestinian

Muslim

Further questions may have included (but were not limited to):
o Where did your environmental ethics and values come from? Family? Religion?
Other Experiences?
o Why are you passionate about the environment or the place you call home?
o Do you feel a responsibility to protect the Earth/your home?
o What is your large-scale vision of the state of the world today?
o What is your role in it?
o Do you call yourself an environmentalist?
o In what ways do you take action to minimize your harmful impact on the
environment?
o In what ways do you contribute to the protection of the environment?
o What kind of changes have you made in your life as your awareness has
expanded?
o What keeps you passionate about doing what you are doing?
o Describe a moment when you felt/feel most in touch and connected with nature.
o Have you had a significant/life-changing moment in, with, or about nature?
o Describe a moment you began to feel more or fully connected with the earth.
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o Have you experienced environmental injustice?
o Do you feel that solutions to environmental issues can lead to solutions to
political, social justice, and land ownership issues in
Israel-Palestine?

These questions served as reference points for each interview, but they were not absolute.
Each interviewee answered certain questions in detail, and others not at all. The goal was
for the interviewee to feel comfortable enough to share their personal thoughts,
experiences and values in a flowing narrative.
Portrait Photography
In addition to interviews, each person participated in a photographic portrait
session. After the interview, I shot portraits of them with my Nikon D5000 Digital SLR
camera. I decided to take these portraits outside, rather than in a white-walled studio, to
provide additional visual context that the audio interview may not have provided alone.
Using my artistic experience and personal creative vision, I attempted to compose
expressive and rich photographs that captured the essence of each person and their
connection to nature. I allowed each person to have input in how they wished to be
portrayed in the photograph in order to represent their personality, identity and story as
accurately as possible. While composing the images, I kept their ideas in mind without
compromising my own artistic vision.
Editing and Compiling
When I returned to the University of Vermont in January, I began the process of
sorting through the data, using Audacity program software to edit the hour-long audio
interviews into short two-to-four minute seamless narratives, eliminating my voice and
any unessential information to let the narrative flow continuously. First, I listened to each
full-length interview and logged it by the minute. Next, I went through the interview
picking out the most compelling sections and putting together cohesive thoughts and
themes, without editing the context or content of what the person had said. I also
meticulously edited the audio for sound quality, removing distracting clicks and hums
and equalizing volumes to the best of my ability. I experienced some technical difficulties
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in the field that caused sound quality issues in post-processing. For example, because
Dima Khoury’s interview was conducted outside on a windy day, certain parts of her
interview were difficult to decipher. The interview with Noa Dolev had a distracting
background hum in parts, but with some assistance troubleshooting, I was able to correct
the problem to create a relatively clean-sounding cut.
I selected visually interesting and expressive images that I thought captured the
personality and essence of each person and their story. I edited the photographs using
Adobe Lightroom and Photoshop, experimenting with exposure, saturation, contrast,
color and brightness. I had originally intended to present the photographs in full color as
they were shot, but during the editing process I made the artistic decision to present them
as high contrast black and white images. The purpose of this decision, in addition to
being purely an artistic one, was to unify all of the images so that they were cohesive as a
series and to emphasize that each person is equal, just as human as the next. Once each
image was perfectly edited to my liking, I printed them onto 11x17 Moab Entrada Bright
Rag 300 Fine Art paper with a one-inch white borders, utilizing the professional grade
Epson printers in the studio art digital lab. I framed each image in standard black frames
and wired the backs to prepare the photographs for display.
I created a title image to introduce the show with text atop a black-and-white
portrait explaining how the exhibit works. The text read:
o On Being Earthlings: A Multi-Media Art Exhibit
o A collection of narratives on Human-Earth connection in Israel-Palestine
o Please dial 802-922-9259 plus extension (found on each label) to hear a
short narrative by the person whose portrait you stand before.
o Environmental Studies Thesis by Blair Borax
I also created a poster version of this image to announce the event to the public, which
included the dates and location of the exhibit and the closing reception, and omitted the
instructions for accessing the audio.
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Exhibit and Reception
I exhibited the series in a solo showcase from April 3-11, 2014 on the fourth floor
landing of the Dudley H. Davis Center. The format of the exhibit was inspired by artist
Michael Nye’s series called About Hunger and Resilience. Also using a combination of
audio narrations and portrait photographs, Nye exhibited each framed portrait on the wall
with an accompanying wooden box that housed an electronic device and a pair of
headphones attached so the viewer could listen to the audio. Instead of building boxes
like Nye, I coordinated with advisors Greg Sharrows and Andy Kolovos at the Vermont
Folklife Center to utilize cell phone service called ‘OnCell,’ which they use for their
multi-media exhibits. At the exhibit, the viewers were able to call a phone number (802922-9259) and extensions (501 through 510) to listen to the audio narrative that
corresponded with each portrait. Instructions were included in the exhibition title and on
the labels underneath each portrait to inform viewers how to listen to each audio clip.
I held a closing reception on Friday, April 11 from 5:30-7:00 pm to which thesis
advisors, friends, and family were invited and encouraged to attend. The event, open to
the University community and the public, had about twenty people in attendance. During
the reception, I passed out short questionnaires for viewers to complete for feedback on
the exhibit. Questions included:
o What was your favorite part of the exhibit? What was most engaging? Why?
o What was your least favorite part of the exhibit? What was least engaging? Why?
o Did the exhibit inspire you to reflect on your own connection to the Earth and/or
role in the world today? If so, what are your thoughts?
o Other reflections and comments: Please be as specific as possible. Don’t be afraid
to give constructive criticism.
The exhibition is also scheduled to be exhibited at the Vermont Folklife Center in
Middlebury, Vermont from May 16-June 30, 2014.
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Table 2: Timeline of Significant Events
January 2013

Began working on thesis idea and proposal

August-December 2013

Spent semester in Israel-Palestine
Collected raw data (interviews and photographs)

January-March 2014

Edited and compiled photographs and short audio
narratives for exhibit

April 3-11 2014

Exhibit displayed in the Davis Center
Closing reception held on April 11th

May 5 2014

Honors Defense and Final Thesis completed
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Results
The culmination of my thesis was my first solo art exhibit. The exhibit featured
ten 11x17 framed black-and-white digitally photographed portraits, hanging with one
foot of distance between each photograph on the wall space of the fourth floor landing of
the Dudley H. Davis Center.

Figure	
  2:	
  'On	
  Being	
  Earthlings:	
  A	
  Multi-Media	
  Art	
  Exhibit'	
  

The art label to the right of each photograph indicated the phone number and extension
for the corresponding two-to-four minute audio narrative. The title image introduced the
exhibit and explained how to access the audio component and the artist statement
hanging beside it read as follows:
Merging portrait photography and storytelling On Being Earthlings: A MultiMedia Art Exhibit, takes the viewer into the hearts and minds of ten individuals
from diverse ethnic, cultural, and religious backgrounds; each of whom believe, in
their own way, that we must spark a global ecological paradigm shift to ensure a
sustainable future on this planet. Storytelling is a very powerful, yet underutilized, tool that can encourage us to connect with each other, reflect on
ourselves and our world, and understand the unique predicament of humankind on
this Earth today. Exploring themes of connection to nature, environmental
awareness, social (in)justice, religion, culture and politics in the context of IsraelPalestine and the larger world, this multi-media art exhibit documents the
thoughts, feelings, and experiences of ten people, at this critical juncture in human
and ecological history. Artist Blair Borax hopes “to document the buzzing,
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glorious, cruel, mysterious planet we were born onto, before in our carelessness
we leave it far less sweet,” to inspire individuals to reflect on their own
connection with the Earth and become a part of the ecological paradigm shift that
will lead us to a sustainable future on this beautiful Earth (McKibben 2005).
McKibben, B. (2005, April 22). What the warming world needs now is art, sweet art. Grist: A
Beacon in the Smog. Retrieved from http://grist.org/article/mckibben-imagine/

Figure	
  3:	
  Title	
  Image	
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The following are the final photographs with corresponding name, age, nationality, and
religion.
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  	
  
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
Figure	
  4:	
  Aya	
  Pinner,	
  Age	
  28,	
  Israeli,	
  Jewish

Figure	
  5:	
  Dima	
  Khoury,	
  Age	
  30,	
  Palestinian,	
  Muslim	
  

	
  

	
  

Figure	
  6:	
  Ethan	
  Hirsch-Tauber,	
  Age	
  35,	
  American,	
  Jewish	
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Figure	
  7:	
  Melissa	
  Janson,	
  Israeli/New	
  Zealander,	
  Jewish	
  

	
  

Figure	
  8:	
  Moshe	
  Alon,	
  Age	
  27,	
  Israeli,	
  Jewish	
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Figure	
  9:	
  Murad	
  Alkhufash,	
  Age	
  44,	
  Palestinian,	
  Muslim	
  

	
  

Figure	
  10:	
  Noa	
  Dolev,	
  Age	
  27,	
  Israeli,	
  Jewish	
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Figure	
  11:	
  Rina	
  Kedem,	
  Israeli/American,	
  Jewish	
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Figure	
  12:	
  Ted	
  Swaggerty,	
  Age	
  29,	
  American,	
  Christian	
  

Figure	
  13:	
  Shahar	
  Dagan,	
  Age	
  29,	
  Israeli,	
  Jewish	
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The closing reception was hosted on Friday, April 11 from 5:30-7:00 pm. Light
refreshments were served and approximately twenty people were in attendance.

	
  
Figure	
  14:	
  Refreshment	
  table	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Figure	
  15:	
  Gallery	
  attendees	
  use	
  cell	
  phones	
  to	
  listen	
  to	
  audio	
  
	
  

Figure	
  16:	
  Gallery	
  attendee	
  enjoying	
  the	
  exhibit	
  

In order to get feedback from people who attended the exhibit, I handed out half-page
questionnaires to the attendees. Additional photographs of the portraits and exhibit can be
found in Appendix III, as well as an attached disk including the ten audio pieces
(Appendix IV).
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Discussion	
  
The thoughts, opinions, and feelings of just ten people are not sufficient enough to
make any definitive analyses or grand conclusions about how to efficiently and
effectively transition to a sustainable future on this Earth, but I do believe that they are a
good place to start. In the process of interviewing these ten people, each attempting to
make a positive impact on the planet in their own way, I observed reoccurring patterns,
themes, and ideals that were often congruent with the research presented in the literature
review.
The State of the Earth
Today, most of us spend our days among, “architectural expressions of
deplacement,” like the strip mall, office complex, apartment building, or highway, which
leave us without a sense of “rootedness, responsibility, and belonging,” or a sense of
place (Orr, 2005, p. 127). Similarly, in her interview, Dima Khoury (2014), a thirty-year
old Palestinian woman with a background in architecture expressed:
People had this natural instinct to know how to place themselves in nature. This
instinct has been lost, and all we do now is just build boxes and bring AC units
and we’re fine, and you can place that box anywhere in the world. It will be the
same thing.
Khoury (2013) believes that we cannot go on living in this manner of disconnect; “we
have to just slow down our pace…because all of this fast-paced living has left people to
be content in a box, and that’s it.”
In the 1990s, building on the work of many scholars before him, David Orr drew
out an ecological crisis looming in the future that would thwart all other crises in human
history, in its seriousness and magnitude. Also in the mid-nineties, Ethan Hirsch-Tauber
(2013), now thirty five year old American interviewee, also realized that there was a
crisis; “the Earth has an amazing adaptability and resilience and yet we have reached a
point in our own intelligence that we are actually able to impact those systems beyond
what the Earth is capable of adapting to.”
According to Hirsch-Tauber (2013), the ego, or person’s sense of self-importance,
is the entity that creates consumption in our world, always wanting more yet never to be
satisfied. He references spiritual teacher Eckhart Tolle’s belief that “the problem with
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humans on the planet right now is that there are seven billion egos running around, each
looking out for themselves, instead of for the whole species and the whole planet”
(Hirsch-Tauber 2013). Hirsch-Tauber envisions the next necessary step towards
sustainability as ‘an evolution of consciousness.’ We already have the intelligence and
technology that can lead us smoothly into a sustainable future. Now it is much more a
matter of changing our own morals and values, or our consciousness.
Toward a Sustainable Future
Time and time again, we see how one individual’s actions can change how others
think about the world and how they act in it. In each interview, I noticed this duality of
interviewees speaking about change at the level of individual action and at the level of
societal or even planetary action. Noa Dolev, a twenty-seven year old Israeli woman
(2013) spoke of this moment in human history as a turning point: “We cannot agree to
this reality as God-law—the hunger, and the corruption of the politics, and the control of
the economic market. No…it can be different.” Dolev exclaimed that “this revolution is a
global widespread revolution” and that “every action makes a difference” (Dolev 2013).
Rina Kedem, an Israeli-American thirty-something year old woman, expressed in her
interview that “if you don’t have an anchor in something bigger than you, it’s complete
despair,” but she also articulated that “the moment it becomes…a self sacrifice—‘I have
to do because I need to save the planet,’—that doesn’t work” (Kedem 2013). In order to
transition to a sustainable future on this planet in a healthy way, on an individual and
societal scale, it is critical to find balance between the attention we place on the,
sometimes frightening global realities, and the smaller-scale, yet nonetheless important,
victories.
But what does sustainability really look like? When we live in a world where
different cultures have different conceptions of their relationship with the world around
them, it is difficult to project a global image of sustainability. Even the term nature
cannot be cross-culturally agreed upon: sometimes recognized as an entity in opposition
with human culture and sometimes as a product of it (Dewald, 2003). When I asked the
interviewees where/when they feel most connected with nature, I received a vast array of
responses.
Shahar Dagan (2013), a twenty-nine year old Israeli man expressed that he feels
most connected with nature when he is able to pick fruit straight from a tree and eat it
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right then and there. In this act, he has a direct, sincere, and straightforward physical
connection with the Earth. Melissa Jansen (2013), a New Zealand-born Israeli woman in
her twenties feels the most connected with nature when she is surfing; “It’s that feeling of,
I am smaller than this bigger thing.” Murad Alkhufash (2013), a forty-four year old
Palestinian man finds his connection with nature in his own ability to transform the
landscape. In reference to an empty lot in his small town that he planted seeds in years
ago he reflects, “I feel proud because I grow these trees. I put them in the ground and
now they are…dancing there” (Alkhufash 2013). Aya Pinner (2013), a twenty-eight year
old Israeli woman responded, “I don’t need to feel connected with nature, I am nature…I
can walk in the middle of the city, in Tel Aviv, and I see a pretty tree and I’m with it.”
Each person, in unique and beautiful ways, expressed some sort of deep personal
connection with the Earth, something that I believe is absolutely vital to elicit this global
ecological paradigm shift, one human at a time.
According to social and environmental anthropologist Emilio Moran, we cannot
do this alone, but it must be a partnership of trust in human communities bound by
covenants that favor life over material accumulation...and the pleasures of taking care of
each other, and nature, as the highest good (Moran, 2006, p. 9). We are social animals,
who behave according to our social and environmental constructs, so we must “reconceptualize our relations with each other, and with nature—and think of human agents
as organic parts of nature (2006, p. 9). Ethan Hirsch-Tauber (2013) touched upon this
same ideal in his interview, in the form of three questions:
What is our connection to nature? What is our connection to others? What is our
relationship with ourselves? All of these three levels of knowledge are very
intrinsic to the development of individuals into being our full selves. For our
whole lives those are the three interactions that we’re going to have. It very much
connects ecological and social justice.
Rina Kedem (2013) also expressed the need to re-establish an unmediated
relationship with the land itself, with our own bodies, and with others around us,
describing our bodies as “our first material, …our piece of Earth,” and the place “where
the relationship to the Earth starts. Kedem (2013) identifies herself as “not about saving
animals or biodiversity alone; I’m about the more holistic respects of it. How do you take
environment and live it on a daily basis with your neighbor, be it Arab or Jew or
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Christian? It’s about how to be better people.” Both Hirsch-Tauber and Kedem express
this innate need to foster healthy relationships with ourselves, with others, and with the
Earth. Although the nature of these relationships may vary across cultures and social
identities, we find our role to play in the existence and sustainability of the intricate web
of life that we are a part of on this planet (Moran, 2006, p. 74).
Throughout the interview process, I observed that each subject possessed a
varying degree of ecological literacy, or comprehension of the “interrelatedness of life”
and understanding of the global crisis that is upon us, the dynamics of the modern world,
and the ways in which humans and whole societies are destructive to the Earth (Orr, 1992,
p. 93). Interviewee Noa Dolev (2013) reflected on her own ecological literacy:
“Understanding more and more about the interconnected nature of all, I saw how my
actions here in Israel can impact a person in the US, can impact a plant in Africa, and can
impact the weather in Japan.” Melissa Jansen (2013) expressed that it “just makes sense
to close natural cycles that we have broken in ecology in modern society; to return back
to the ground what you took from it or more.” Both Dolev and Jansen demonstrated
ecological literacy, or knowledge of the ‘interrelatedness of life’ and its complex systems.
The ultimate goal of ecological literacy is to create a foundation for sustainability;
to meet the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs (NGO Committee of Education, 1987). Interviewee
and prospective mother, Aya Pinner (2013) expressed this notion on a personal level: “If
my wish is to…build another generation, I need to make sure that they will have what I
have: land and food and earth and soil and fresh air.” Kedem (2013) similarly expressed
“when I see my child smiling, I know that’s why I’m doing this, to want to pass a better
environment for our children.” Pinner and Kedem express principles of sustainability that
have been embedded into many indigenous cultures for thousands of years, like the Great
Law of the Iroquois, which states that ‘“in every deliberation, we must consider the
impact on the seventh generation’” (Rosenberg, 2008).

	
  

53	
  
Historical, Cultural, and Religious Ecological Relations
For ninety-nine percent of human history, humans were hunter-gatherers, relying

directly on the Earth and our own skills and knowledge of its natural systems for survival.
Since we became an agrarian species, “gone are the pleasures of going on trips to hunt
and gather honey. Gone are the long walks on spectacular landscapes, the pleasures of the
chase, and the freedom to follow the game or of finding new groves of trees with desired
fruit” (Moran, 2006, p. 48). But Shahar Dagan demonstrates that humans may still
possess an innate desire for these pleasures today. He describes his experience going up
to a field of cherry trees with a group called ‘the Wandering Gatherers;’ It was already
picked, so what’s basically left on the trees is for the Earth, and we found a lot of…really
good cherries. This direct connection…was sensational” (Dagan 2013).
For Palestinian interviewee Murad Alkhufash, the fact that we should strengthen
local production of food, energy and goods to increase energy security, strengthen local
economies and improve social equity and environmental conditions, is as clear as it is
necessary (Post Carbon Institute, 2010). As a permaculture farmer, Alkhufash (2013)
understands that when somebody starts growing their own food and harvesting their own
water, they will become more self-sufficient;
We live in an occupation area, so…they can shut down the town any minute and
we don’t care because we have everything we need. I have my chickens, my
pigeons, my animals, my milk, my cheese, my vegetables… That’s my way to
resist the occupation. I’m not going to fight…with weapons or stones. I think my
work is enough.
Alkhufash’s sentiment is an excellent example of how environmental and social justice
issues are inextricably linked, especially in Israel-Palestine today.
Religion has always had an important role to play in safeguarding human values
and motivating its social transformations, and it still holds this power today. According to
historian Lynn White, “human ecology is deeply conditioned by beliefs about our nature
and destiny—that is, by religion” (1997, p. 3). In the Middle East, the most religiously
charged region of the world, the alliance or lack thereof between religion and ecology is
an interesting one to explore. For many individuals and religions, God and nature are
synonymous in many ways. Ted Swaggerty (2013), a twenty-nine year old American man
explains, “nature instills in me a sense of God, a sense of majesty, and a really clear
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spiritual belonging.” Alkhufash (2013) explains that saving the environment is part of his
religion of Islam; if punishment day comes and you hold seedlings in your hand, grow
them in the ground, even if it’s your last minute.
Unfortunately, our current addiction to material possession and to maximizing
productivity and function has resulted in a loss of faith, trust, and community, greater
unhappiness, and a destructive way of dealing with the world that sustains us (Moran,
2006). Kedem (2013) explains that in order to live peacefully together with each other
and the land, we must “re-establish the relationship with the holy land as a holy land.”
We must also understand that practically every ecosystem on Earth has been shaped by
human action and interaction for millions of years. Just as Pinner (2013) proudly
declared, “I don’t need to feel connected with nature, I am nature,” we must remember
that a human-less nature is not necessarily an ideal nature. We are as much a part of
nature as are the birds and the bees.
Change on an Individual, Societal, and Global Scale
Many interviewees told anecdotes about their personal experiences in nature that
reflect Edward Wilson’s biophilia hypothesis which states that humans need contact with
nature and with the complex geometry of natural forms, just as much as we need nutrients
and air for our metabolism (Kellert 2005; Kellert and Willson 1993). Swaggerty (2013)
noted “kids have just got to get dirty and become inspired…and I feel really fortunate
because I was able to do that.” Hirsch-Tauber (2013) sees “nature as a powerful teacher
and healer in a sense of knowing oneself and knowing one’s connection to the world.”
Dolev (2013) reflects on how she began to “investigate life through nature…just letting
the river take away my thoughts, all my negativities.” This personal connection to nature
is a critical step in shifting our personal beliefs to support a sustainable future.
We have reached a critical point in human history at which many dominant values
must be shifted to make room for a new set of values that allow humans to survive better
in our changing world. “I think we are in a turning point,” exclaims Dolev (2013).
Paradigm shifts can take generations to take hold, but generations may prove too slow to
save us from the catastrophes of anthropogenic climate change, overpopulation and
resource depletion. Melissa Janson (2013) expresses this urgency: “We are hitting a crisis.
We don’t have time to wait for everyone to realize that we have polluted our planet to the
extent that we won’t be able to grow anything. We have to take action now.”
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Similarly to sustainability sociologist Frans Verhagen (2010), who states that

developing an ecological identity is equally crucial for a sustainable planet as it is for
becoming fully human, Ethan Hirsch-Tauber (2013) emphasizes that developing our
connection to nature, to others, and to ourselves is “intrinsic to the development of
individuals into being our full selves.” Verhagen (2010) explains that, “the future of
humanity and the Earth depends on whether humans understand how to commune with
the natural world rather than exploit it” and Kedem (2013) expresses a parallel wish for
the future: “We were given a certain gift—consciousness, self awareness, the ability to
create. I really would love us to use it to support the healing of the Earth…with our
fellow creatures.”
Instead of approaching today’s dangerous reality with fear and hopelessness,
Hirsch-Tauber (2013) takes an admirable and exemplary outlook to the future:
We are alive right now in a challenging time, because I don’t think we’ve ever
pushed the Earth or ourselves to this edge of potential human collapse. It’s such
an amazing chance to influence the world hopefully in a positive way. I want to
make that contagious.
This type of positivity, hope, and action is fundamental to remaining faithful to our
human capacity for healing the damage that we have done and the Earth’s capacity to be
resilient.
In the Context of Israel-Palestine
Israel-Palestine is a hot bed for cultural, political, religious and
environmental issues, but constant focus on diplomacy, makes environmental issues the
least of political concern (Alleson & Schoenfeld, 2007). “We tend to just think of what’s
happening on this land…forgetting what’s happening on a global scale, and concerns
such as environment come at the end of the list,” explains Dima Khoury (2013).
Conversely, focusing more attention on solving environmental issues and less attention
on (not) solving the prolonged and exacerbated Israeli-Palestinian conflict could
potentially unite the two peoples on this issue that effect them both, and in turn help to
bring peace to the region. Kedem (2013) explains,
if there’s pollution up at the West Bank, then of course the Israelis are drinking
the same water, and the opposite is the same. If we want to take care of our
resources and our people, the best way to do it is in a regional thinking. If you
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manage to cooperate in one field like the environment, then it will help you
cooperate on other issues that are more sensitive, more political. You can’t
separate environment and politics.

Conversely, Palestinian woman Dima (2013) points out that “it’s very hard to ask people
who have a hard time bringing food on the table…to care about…environment.”
In a small sample study of ten individuals—Israeli, Palestinian, American—I
found people across cultures ‘speaking nature’s language,’ communicating about the
same problems and solutions, and agreeing on many levels. Although this undergraduate
environmental studies thesis does not provide conclusive evidence on the effects of
ecological literacy, identity, beliefs, or behavior on the shift towards a sustainable future,
I believe it does begin to paint a picture of people alive at this time who want to create
change and who want to live in a better world.
Identity Theory as Applied to Ecological Identity
On Being Earthlings explores individual identities, with specific interest in the
question: Does ecological or environmental identity supersede religious, ethnic, gender,
age, and/or social class identity? Even within this small sample study, I found people,
across socially implied identities, expressing similar values, beliefs, and worldviews
about the environment. Christian American Ted Swaggerty, Muslim Palestinian Murad
Alkhufash, Jewish New Zealander and Israeli Melissa Janson, and Jewish Israeli Aya
Pinner all reflected on their connection, and their families’ connections to the
environment through agriculture and cultivation of the land. Jewish American Ethan
Hirsch-Tauber, Jewish Israeli Noa Dolev, and Muslim Palestinian Dima Khoury each
expressed a similar realization that we are approaching or have reached a crisis point and
that we must take immediate action to find solutions and adapt accordingly. Each and
every person interviewed articulated a deep physical and emotional connection with the
land, the earth, and/or the environment. Although it is impossible to answer such a
complicated and important question based on a sample study of ten individuals, an
expansion of this project with an additional emphasis on social and psychological
perspectives of identity theory, as applied to ecological identity, could lead us closer to
this answer.
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The Art Exhibit
I believe that the art exhibit succeeded in its intent to invite viewers to consider

their own connection to the Earth and their role in the ecological paradigm shift. Based
on the feedback that I received from people who attended the reception, both verbal and
written, it seems that the photographs allowed viewers to connect with the person
depicted while they listened to their stories. In response to the questions, what was your
favorite part of the exhibit and what was most engaging, responses included:
o “The diversity of ages, ethnicities and experiences all coming to the same
conclusion that we must be more aware of the human influence on the world and
focus on making it positive was striking.”
o “I was able to look into their eyes and feel a human connection which is so
important for all of their messages.”
o “It was very engaging to hear the voice of each speaker while looking at their
face”
o “I thought the photos perfectly captures the personalities of every individual.”
o “I loved being able to look at the picture of each person which was specific and
unique to them, and hear their voice simultaneously—it was a wonderful
combination that deepened my engagement with the exhibit”
o “Each photograph has such a beautiful story with emotion, feeling, and new
perspective on life.”
Through these audio-visual stories, I had hoped to inspire viewers to reflect on
their own relationship to the Earth and role in the global picture. In the questionnaire, I
asked, “Did the exhibit inspire you to reflect on your own connection to the Earth and/or
role in the world today?” Anonymous responses were cohesive with respect to this goal:
o “It certainly did. It especially made me consider my personal connection, but also
where I stand in the whole scheme of the natural world.”
o “Yes, it made me feel as if I haven’t reflected enough…very inspiring to hear
other people’s thoughts.”
o “It made me think more about what role I want to play in this world. It was so
cool hearing people’s perspectives from another part of the world because they
are not so different from my own!”
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o “(It) made me realize how little time I’ve taken to reflect on my connection to
Earth/nature”
I also asked for constructive criticism from the gallery attendees about what could

have been improved upon. Many people reflected that the audio was difficult to hear.
This was partly due to sound quality in the original recordings, but largely due to the
space in which the exhibit was presented—a large, echoing hallway. In addition to
ensuring quality sound at the time of recording, in the future I would pay more attention
to the acoustics of the gallery space. Many people also reflected poorly on a glare on the
photographs produced by light coming through large windows on the opposite wall. This
is another technical aspect of presentation that I would consider more carefully for future
exhibits. Viewers also experienced an occasional error message when dialing certain
extensions; this is another technical issue well worth investigating. Other helpful
suggestions that I would consider incorporating include:
o Providing additional information on art labels below portraits, such as age,
ethnicity, location along with the name of the subject.
o Creating an online version of the exhibit.
o Including a written quote, excerpted from the narration, with each
photograph that gives the viewer an idea of what the audio is about before
listening to it.
To expand further upon this project, it is recommended to conduct this research
with a larger and more diverse sample study, as well as in other regions of the world with
various political, environmental, and social climates. The expansion of this creative arts
research project holds the potential to document a much more comprehensive global
perspective on human-Earth connection and shifting paradigms in our changing climate.
It is also recommended that the art exhibit be displayed for wider audiences to encourage
more individuals to consider how they, too, can make a change for a brighter, more
sustainable future on this planet.
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Conclusion
Art has the power to influence the way we think about the world, and to impact
our actions in profound ways. Through my thesis project, On Being Earthlings:
Photographic Portraits and Audio Narratives on Human-Earth Connection in IsraelPalestine, I sought out to do just that. In the midst of all the talk of solutions (political,
economical, ecological), we need art to express ourselves, understand what is happening
to the Earth, to ourselves, and to all of the living beings who inhabit it. We need art to
raise awareness and inspire change through action. Environmental educator Bill
McKibben explains this beautifully in his article ‘What the Warming World Needs Now is
Art, Sweet Art:’
Art, like religion, is one of the ways we digest what is happening to us, make the
sense out of it that proceeds to action. Otherwise, the only role left to us — noble,
but also enraging in its impotence — is simply to pay witness. The world is never
going to be, in human time, more intact than it is at this moment. Therefore it falls
to those of us alive now to watch and record its flora, its fauna, its rains, its snow,
its ice, its peoples. To document the buzzing, glorious, cruel, mysterious planet
we were born onto, before in our carelessness we leave it far less sweet.
In McKibben’s eloquent words, this is exactly what I hope to have accomplished
with this project: to document a part of our incredible humanity and our majestic living
Earth as it is at this very moment and to encourage people to appreciate the beauty of this
planet, and live their lives in accordance with its’ healing and protection. I hope to have
inspired individuals to approach their time on this planet at which we have “pushed the
Earth (and) ourselves to this edge of potential collapse,” not with fear, hopelessness, or
despair; not as a time to stand back and pay witness, rather as an opportunity to take
action to “influence the world…in a positive way” (Hirsch-Tauber 2013). Just like Ethan
Hirsch-Tauber, I want to make that contagious.
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Appendices
Appendix I: Images from the Literature Review

(1) Approximately 17 of 41 whales
which beached (and subsequently died)
Joel Sternfeld (blog.coreyfishes.com)

(2) Agecroft Power Station, John Davies
(singularimages.wordpress.com)

(1

(4) Waiting for daily work early in the morning in Surat city.
Ravi Argawal
(http://www.iisg.nl/exhibitions/downandout/001.php)
(3) Baiting the Line: David Octavius
Hill and Robert Adamson
(http://photographyhistory.blogspot.com)
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(5) On right: About Hunger and Resilience (2010), Michael Nye
(http://www.michaelnye.org/hunger/photoaudio.html#)
(6) On Left: Balloons for Bhutan, Jonathan Harris
(http://asiasociety.org/blog/asia/interactive-storytelling-measuring-happiness-balloons)

(7) Mackenzie stands in front of his images in Montpelier., HIGH/LOW Project (2011),
Ned Castle
(http://www.vpr.net/news_detail/92041/project-reflects-young-vermonters-highs-lows/)

	
  

67	
  
Appendix II: Subject Consent Forms
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