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Flying into the picturesque New England town of Burlington, Vermont, for a
gathering of social work colleagues, | was awestruck by the beautiful landscape as i
cascaded beneath meNheavily forested with an infinite variety of deciduous and eve
trees, low rolling hills, and clearly visible streams and small pastoral farmsteads. | fel
connected, momentarily swept away to a peaceful, dreamlike place. Much of my exp
is with the treeless, wide-open flatlands of the central plains. Although | have grown
cherish the prairie through the years, this new place was a whimsical escape from tr
monotony of unencumbered vastness.

My second trip to Vermont was quite different. As the plane settled gently intc
final approach, | was struck, for a flash, by how things had changed. Now, instead ¢
lush, green, vegetative carpet, there was an unfolding smattering of oxidized red anc

leeching swatches of saffron yellow and burnt orange meandering through a purplis|



green aura. My first reaction was of horror! What had happened to this verdant land:
Had the land been stripped of trees, exposing the sun-bleached under crust of tainte
Was it now laid waste by chemical staining and worse? | was reminded of places fro
childhoodNthe Kansas oil patch where raw crude oil was inadvertently spilled or

intentionally dumped onto the land. These places always succumbed to slow death,
vegetation and then the soil itself died. After a month or two baking in the unremittinc
of a Kansas summer, the ground looked tormented, almost as if were groping for a 1
breath amid a waxy, white lamina that, in the sentient world, harkens approaching de

This fleeting awareness seemed ghastly, unbelievable! But, of course, | was

humored by my observation. In truth, 10d arrived at the most stunning time of year &
caught the first glimpse of fall, in all its astonishing color and majesty. It was my perc
that had changed, not the essential character of the landscape beneath me. This wa:
same place | had visited the year before. These experiences of flying into Vermont o
again raised important philosophical questions that have captivated me for years anc
increasingly matter to social work as it seeks to integrate novel approaches to theory
teaching, and practice in a new millennium. My excursion to Vermont was to attend ¢
yearly gathering of social work scholars sharing a common commitment to open dial
around alternative ways of knowing and being in the world. The Transforming Social
Work conference was an opportunity to think about how our understandings of realit

emergeNhow cognition, history, and culture interface with what we think we know at



the world. These yearly discussions, and especially the openness with which we agi
disagree with one another over difficult questions, inspired and provoked lingering id
that had emerged once again on that very first trip to Burlington. This chapter is a dir
result of those discussions and that experience.

| call myself a social constructionist. IOm committed to ideas suggesting that 1
of what we know or think we know is a construction emerging from our unique histo
dialogic, and discursive cultural context. | question the privileged voice of the grand
metanarratives of Western social, economic, political, and scientific thought that ident
the TruthNwhat counts as reality, who is able to define it, and who has access to kn
it. | have contested with vigor the hubris of those claiming the final word on a matter,
those whose stories or interpretations claim to have finally captured events as they ti

Yet, IOm also a devoted naturalist. IOve dedicated my professional life to brin
ecological consciousnessNbetter yet, earth consciousnessNinto social work theory ¢
practice. This follows in the footsteps of important ecological forebearers of the profe
For example, the ecological approach of Carol Germain (1978, 1979, 1980, 1991) e
as an early attempt to bridge the gap between general systems theory and the growi
to conceive 61 the world in ecological terms. Her approach understood human beha
inseparably linked with the environmentNinterdependent, complementary, and const:
changing (Germain, 1978). In an attempt to articulate this ecological perspective for

practice, Germain and her colleague, Alex Gitterman, joined forces to apply the ecolc



metaphor to direct social work practice. For Germain and Gitterman (1980):

The environment is dynamic and complex. It comprises many kinds of systen
each with its characteristic structure, level of organization, and spatial and tenr
properties. The social environment comprises human beings organized in dye
relations, social networks, bureaucratic institutions, and other social systems
including the neighborhood, community, and society itself.pfheical

environment comprises the natural world of animals, plants, and land forms, ¢
built world of structures and objects constructed by human beings. The socia
physical environments are related to each other in complex ways [italics in oric

(p. 137)

Thus, our profession is steeped in the language and praxis of ecological
frameworksNperson-in-environment, the life model, ecological perspectivesNand yet
with but few exceptions, has largely muted the distinct elements of the natural enviro
in its discourse. Recently, however, new generations of social workers are calling us
give principled and detailed attention to the natural environment as part of an expand
person-environment perspective (Besthorn, 2002a, 2004a, 2004b; Besthorn & Sale¢
2003; Coates, 2003; Kahn & Scher, 2002; Rogge, 2000; Wolf, 2000). Indeed, the

profession is coming to realize that as citizens and professionals we may only ignore



natural environment to the great peril of ourselves and the clients we serve. The rece
catastrophic environmental disasters in the Gulf Coast region of the United States w
hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the horrific tsunami event in the Indian Ocean that cl
thousands of lives are just two of a growing number of stark reminders that the worl
community is reaching a critical threshold in its relationship to the natural environmer

The dilemma, of course, is identifying with both positions. As a social worker
committed to our time-honored professional ethos of person-environment, this is not
merely an intellectual exercise for me. | have experienced the deep embodiment of d
with nature, of hearing its voice while at the same time being deeply awed by the ine
invisible and transcendent character of its interaction with the human world. And, as
social worker steadfast in my constructionist leanings, IOve known the disenchantm
comes with realizing the oppressive manifestations and abuses of privileged narrativ
savor the thought of deconstructing and changing the advantaged regimes of truth a
power that have subjugated or annihilated huge portions of both human and nonhun
worlds. Two positions have historically characterized this tension. One is sometimes
referred to as essentialismNthe idea that reality generally and nature specifically have
inherent structures and patterns of their own. These structures and patterns are rela
stable and independent and are not an outcome based upon what humans perceive
them. Constructionism, on the other hand, flows from the idea that reality and nature

outcome of the economic, social, and linguistic conventions of the human communiti



create them.

This chapter first seeks better understanding of the constructionist and essen
debate within the context of environmental philosophy. It asks if there is a basis for t
and action that balances these different orientations. We must never succumb to a fe
belief that difficult axiological, ontological, and cosmological questions do not matter 1
nitty-gritty world .of social work practice. They matter profoundly for they have vital
implications for what we value and what we do. As suggested, our profession is
historically committed to person-environment approaches. We have lavished our lan
with repeated references to ecological constructs and increasingly have come to see
in a serious and deepening environmental crisis (Besthorn, 2001, 2002a, 2002b, 20
Coates, 2003; Kahn & Scher, 2002; Rogge, 2000; Tangenberg & Kemp, 2002; Zapf
2002). But, if social workOs emerging conceptualization of the deeper significance o
natural environment is only one construction among myriad possibilities, then it can t
argued that no one construction is better than another and it can be further reasonec
there is no sure basis for professional action at all. Of course, as with most things, &
action proposal depends, in part, on what values are being promulgated. But, those
then argue for bigger SUVs, greater economic progress, more consumer goods, an
weaker environmental protection laws are seen as legitimate in their positions as thc
argue for wilderness protection, cleaner au; and uncontaminated water.

Second, | examine the prospect of creating a more balanced constructionist/



essentialist approach by exploring the idea that nature speaks. That is, nature has a
character that we are intersubjectively involved with such that it joins with us as we

coconstruct a reality that honors earth systems and the [human habitats that depend
them. Seminal to this deeper ecological consciousness for social work is the convicti
nature has inherent value and an authenticity unto itself. The natural environment me
for social work because it is real and not simply created by some collective agreeme!
given discourse or set of textual assertions about it. Finally, this chapter also offers ¢
modest proposal for enhancing social workOs person-environment perspective and

tentative ways this may enhance practice.

The Constructionist Framework
Social work scholar Mary Katherine Rodwell (1998) suggests that the
constructionist worldview is part of a cognitive, linguistic, and sociocultural postmode
movement to dethrone the privileged position of logical positivism by infusing an idee
embedded knowledge in localized contexts. In so doing, constructionist metatheory ¢
reinvigorate human agency by liberating it from the totalizing narratives of privileged
worldviews. Constructionist ideas aim to emancipate narratives that have been subjt
by powerful Eurocentric, andocentric, and heterocentric stories and language. Some
have drawn subtle differences between major variants or subsets of the constructior

framework. For example, some delineate between constructivism and constructionis



while others refer to the language of critical constructivists or radical constructivists
(Franklin, 1998; Greene, Jensen, & Jones, 1996; Guidano, 1991; Mahoney, 1991,
Middleman & Wood, 1993; Morrison, 1997; Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 1998;
Rodwell, 1998; Saleebey, 1993, 2001, 2004). It is not the intent of this chapter to en
a detailed discussion of these disparate descriptors. But for purposes of clarity, | will
the term constructionism or social constructionism unless | am specifically referring t
constructivist frame of reference. It is recognized that there are sometimes subtle an
perhaps even profound differences between these terms, but the interested reader v
comprehensive critical reviews of these issues in different social work and social sci¢
literature (Franklin & Nurius, 1998; Kleinman, 1988, 1997). | agree with Rodwell (19
that it is probably most useful to view these constructs Oas a fuzzy set of framework
mainly indistinct boundariesO (p. 20). They are diverse and sometimes contradictory
they all contribute to our understanding of what it means to be in the world. The inter
is to see if core themes of constructionism have been applied too uncritically to all m:
of reality, especially the natural world and not just to what has to do with social condi
and human experience.

Briefly stated, constructionism asserts that humans are active participants anc
coconstructors with each other in creating and comprehending experience. What we
material and social reality is only real to the relative extent that we name it as real or,

collective relationship, coevolve some agreement on its meaning. The significance of



is neither ultimate nor unchanging and generally comes to be endorsed though a neg
among a given collective. Much of what we understand the world to be comes from
words, stories, opinions, and beliefs and the words, stories, opinions, and beliefs of
who surround us (Saleebey, 2001). That is, we make meaning of the material world
phenomena occurring in the world through our uniquely human interpretive lenses. \
construct our worlds through a complex mix of conceptualizations, perceptions, valu
explanations, language experiences, narratives, dialogues, and conversationsNall of
occur in relationship to others.

Several social work scholars have suggested similarities among the variants
postmodern constructionist frameworks (Franklin, 1998; Rodwell, 1998). Although it
unlikely that there could ever be absolute agreement of opinion on these central feat:
has been suggested that there are a number of shared characteristics. First, human:
meaning-making species, and human agency is the critical component in this meanir
making enterprise. Human beings have a decisive, species-specific role coupled witt
superior cognitive/linguistic skills for the interpretation of reality. In this sense, humar
differ from other sentient members of the natural world, who must rely predominantly
instinct or short-term learning rather than language, memory, symbolic images, and
constructed artifices in order to negotiate their spatial relationship to the world. Secol
constructionists assert a primary, human mediated, dialogical view of the world. This

assumes human language, negotiated through individual human cognition and collec



social discourse, becomes the avenue for making meanings. It suggests that reality
socially (narratively, socio-historically, culturally) and psychologically (self-schemas,
neural feedbacks, feed-forward mechanisms) constructed by distinct and frequent
arbitrative interchanges between two or more individuals, each having language and
of view. This reflexivity of meaning making leads to permeable and fluid identities of
and world, leaving open the possibility of the reconstruction of all proximal and distal
realities. Third, constructionist frameworks generally reject the idea of objective realit
existing in space and time, which is somehow passively received through oneOs
perceptional mind/brain processes. Rather, they assert the viability of multiple
interpretations of reality (behavior, relationships, and events) and, to some degree, tl
importance of tacit knowing to access this intersubjective experience of reality. What
matters is not Truth in any objective sense but rather truth. Truth, in this latter sense,
becomes relevant as it nourishes meaning and action. Fourth, constructionist perspe
accept the existence of some essentialist phenomena that exist beyond self-referenti
construction. However, they tend to affirm that there is no way to know these objecti
because Othe operations of human cognitive structures and processes and the natu
language and social processes, in particular, make it impossible for us to know an ol
reality completelyO (Franklin, 1998, p. 61). Finally, constructionist frameworks have
criticized at one time or another for either their relativism or uncritical anthropocentrisi

(Rodwell, 1998).



Fabricating Nature

Social constructionism has had a profound impact on my understanding of sc
work and its epistemological and ontological perspectives on a host of human
developmental concerns. Like many of my constructionist social work colleagues, | a
deeply indebted to these perspectives for bringing to consciousness what Gergen (.
calls radical doubt about the taken for granted world. | am convinced that the emanci
aims of constructionism are noble and, indeed, revolutionary, and that it has contribu
profound ways to the critique of oppressive narratives and a revitalization of human .
in a too often commodified and homogenized world. In this regard, Saleebey (2001)
that constructionist models have been a necessary and liberatory corrective counterk

to a long history of dominating social paradigms. He writes:

Many people(s) have had their meaning and understanding of the world force
them from the outside. The use of coercion, threat, violence, or simply the po
the media can swarm our own sense of our experience. For too long in our s
people who are Ooutsiders,O on the Omargin,O or of a very different culture |
their theories muted or distorted by others who have more power or who con
social and political institutions as well as the media of communication. The po

and freedom to making meaning, for individual or group or culture, is a pricele



and delicate condition. . . . When we work with others who have lost credibilit
conviction . . . we work to help them restore their own meaning. . . . In doing
we are invoking the power of language, and the powers of mind, in the projec

coming to name oneOs own world. (pp. 10N11)

My deep concern with constructionist models is the consequences of a viewg
that moves beyond, often uncritically, sometimes unknowingly, the human coconstru
of social realities to the much more troublesome idea of the human construction of al
reality. This has become patrticularly so with regard to the natural world. Several of i
social work colleagues find it perplexing that I still hold to an essentialist framework v
it comes to my interest in and understanding of the natural world, especially as | see
firmly embedded in a constructionist framework with regard to my understanding of t
social world. Their point seems to be that if the way we represent the social world is
interpretive, discursive, and based on concurrences, then it would seem to follow the
whole world (in this case, they mean the natural world) is therefore constructed throt
interpretive discourse. Nature exists, if one can say it exists at all, only to the degree
our language collective organizes it. Saleebey (2001) quotes the descriptive words ¢

Whorf in this regard:

We dissect nature along lines laid down by our native languages. The catego



types we isolate from the world of phenomena we do not find there because 1
stare every observer in the face; on the contrary, the world is presented in a

kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has to be organized in our mindsNan
this means largely by the linguistic systems in our minds. We cut nature up,

organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do, largely because
parties to an agreement to organize it this wayNan agreement that holds throt
our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language. (as cite

Saleebey, p. 181)

This most far-reaching form of constructionism, what philosopher and
environmental ethicist J. Baird Callicott (1997) calls radical deconstructive postmode!
moves from the conclusion that representations of the world are mediated by our uni
historical, cultural, and cognitive capacities to the conclusion that all natural reality is
invented by words. The sine qua non of this position is that the natural world is cons
by agreed upon language conventions and, as such, is momentary, textual, and pro
and has no essential quality. This is what Callicott calls the strong position of
constructionism. He further suggests that the weak constructionist position sees the
world as having an essential quality, but humans can never understand it in any matr
except through agreed upon cognitive and linguistic capacities. While different in

magnitude, both positions suggest that nature has no essential reality or none that ¢



known but rather reflects creative discourse between the literate and imaginative cap
of languaged persons. Thus, for environmental philosophers Chaloupka and Cawle
(1993) Onature, like everything else we talk about, is first and foremost an artifact of
language . . . any attempt to invoke the name of nature. . . must now be either naive
ironicO (p. 5). In the nascent discipline of environmental ethics, constructionist philos
Ogquestion the assumption that science is about nature as it exists outside of usO (B
P. 256). For them, nature is ordered discursively and has no inherent structures or
of it own.

These claims suggest a view of nature that is very different from the nature | |
come to know. They suggest that there is no nature but rather natures. Numinous n:
with its multifaceted and diverse array of potentialities beyond our ability to fully
comprehend them (Marguilis, 1994; Rolston, 1997; Soule & Lease, 1995) becomes
subsidiary to a linguistically constructed nature. As constructionist environmental
philosopher and historian William Cronon (1996) has argued, nature is no longer an
perhaps never has had an otherness about it but rather serves as a mirror upon whi
humans project the multiple reflections that they wish to see. This implies a relativisn
creates little ethical ground upon which to make determination of value in the natural

In CrononOs words, the natural world

is not a primitive sanctuary where the last remnants of an untouched, endang



but still transcendent nature can for at least a little while longer be encountere:
without the contaminating taint of civilization. Instead, it is a product of that

civilization, and could hardly be contaminated by the very stuff of which itis m
[italics added].Wilderness hides its unnaturalness behind a mask that is all the

beguiling because it seems so natural. (p. 9)

CrononOs comments seem to suggest that environmental problems such as
diminution, ecosystem degradation, and toxic pollution are from this standpoint not
problems in any conventional sense but are, rather, discursive debates of competing
scientific and personal perceptions that require no sure action. This view implies
environmental problems are really language problems: definitional, negotiated, and
dependent on claim makers. Similarly, John Hannigan (1995) suggests, Oit is
rare indeed to find an environmental problem which does not have its origins in a bo
scientific researchO (p. 76). For him, acid rain, loss of biodiversity, global warming, ¢
depletion, desertification, and dioxin poisoning are all examples of problems that are
and foremost a set of scientific and languaged observations.

From this viewpoint, environmental problems are not assaults to the ecologic:
fabric of nature that can be detected, albeit imperfectly, through the use of scientific ¢
conceptual tools (Kidner, 2000). Rather, environmental problems are constructed by

tools and cannot in any cogent sense exist independently of the ways we perceive tt



the way we language them. The fact that it is difficult for science to fully assess ecolc
damage or definitively track the source of contaminants is seen as a clear indication
problems are fluid concepts that are culturally grounded and serially negotiated. Actis
reduce environmental contamination are often met with great skepticism by some
constructionist environmentalists since there is no way to definitively prove harm. Fr
this perspective damage is as much a linguistic construct as nature, ecology, and
environment. All actions or no action become as legitimate as any other.

A recent series of events illustrates this reality. The decision by the current
administration to begin large-scale cutting of the remaining vestiges of virgin U.S. for
lands in order to protect them from the ravages of fires is justified as just as legitimat
approach to forest management as any other (Pegg, 2003). Similarly, forest conserv
Ted Williams (2000) writes impassionedly concerning the proliferation of what he cal
Ofalse forestsO (p. 73) and the spurious philosophical justifications offered by some
environmentalists and the logging industry that these managed forests are as valid &
solution to the problem of clear-cutting as stopping the practice completely. After all,
logic goes, it does not matter to nature since nature is simply us and our activitiesNb
into linguistic existence. In fact, it has been argued that these kinds of decisions are |
approaches since they are assumed to be the only course of action that provides bo
economic benefit as well as protection of forests. This kind of logic has become all tc

often coupled with a neoconservative policy agenda that relies upon a kind of



pseudophilosophical mummery. Indeed, there is a broad cross- section of environme
policy and philosophy literature that speaks to the ways that the neoconservative,
antienvironmentalist right has misused the subjectivist dimensions of the constructiol
critique to either neutralize or debunk annoying environmental policy (Bender, 2002;
Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 1998; Macnaghten & Urry, 1998; Murphy, 1995; Pope & Rauber,
2004). To those of us who spend a great deal of time fighting to protect and maintair
few remaining pockets of wild nature, the political misuse of constructionist philosopl
very significant implications. It is a real problem affecting real nature and is ironically
counter to the values of many social constructionists who have labored long to unmz
destructive practices by exposing underlying belief systems.

| do not quarrel with the contention that perceptions of nature are affected by
culture, experience, and language or that unmediated connection with the natural wa
improbable. | am pleased the constructionist critique has broadened and humanized
staunchly mechanistic focus of traditional science to include a much needed sociocul
dimension. | am glad constructionists remind us that narrow biological reductionism i
describing the ecological world cannot be supported in a complex cultural world. But
Kidner (2000) observes, Ojust as the biological reductionism of an ecological approz
now rejected on good grounds, so sociological [italics added] reductionism shows n
promiseO (p. 342). At the extreme periphery of constructionism, radical deconstruct

postmodernism, to use CallicottOs terms, falls into the same exceptionalist dualism t



hopes to deconstruct. It replaces one reductionism with the other. Sociological reduc
does no better job of bridging the gap between culture and nature than has strict
biologicalism and runs the risk of faring no better in protecting the environment.

If one is fair to argue, as many social workers are discovering and attesting tc
(Besthorn, 2001, 2002a, 2003, 2004a; Besthorn & Canda, 2002; Besthorn & McMill
2002; Coates, 2003; Rogge, 2000; Saleebey, 2004; Ungar, 2002), that the demolitio
natural world stems from human estrangement from nature, it is hard to conceive ho
environmental protection will arise out of a new framework that has the potential of
perpetuating the same alienating tendency to reduce essential nature to a socially ag
upon construct. This notion embodies what philosopher Roy Bhaskar calls the episte
fallacyNthe view that Ostatements about being can be reduced to or analyzed in tern
statements about knowledgeO (cited in Kidner, 2000, p. 343). From this vantage poi
epistemology trumps ontology in the ordering of philosophical debate. Too often stat
suggesting thatonceptions of nature are socially constructed mutate, almost
imperceptibly, intowature is socially constructed (Collier, 1994). When this shift in
meaning occurs, a danger arises. Namely, making the assertion that threats to natur
no reality except as social constructions becomes much the same as saying threats
exist at all, thus why bother being concerned? One would be hard pressed to find ar
making a categorical claim that damage to the world has not existed or does not exis

while many claim that the world is experiencing alarming rates of ecological harm, the



the associated assertion that we cannot be certain of this damage in any indisputabl
since damage may be viewed differently depending on the historiocultural or sociocu
context in which one lives (Bailey, 2001; Helvarg, 2004; Huber, 2000; Lomborg, 200

As a social work scholar working extensively on how environmental factors
impinge on our clients and our helping protocols, | have consistently observed that tl
kind of imprecise reckoning occurs often and across many contexts. The current
administration in Washington uses just this kind of justification to systematically dism
decades-old environmental protections to the great and lasting harm of the most
dispossessed among us (Pope & Raubei 2004). This sort of unctuousness Oreflect
tension between a detached academic stance which has already abandoned any felt
commitment to or involvement in the natural world, and the intuited or directly experie
loss of the wild and the natural which, although we are often unable to articulate it, w
deeply sense in nonintellectual waysO (Kidner, 2000, p. 344). Ecological destruction
just a matter of how language constructs the world; it is a matter of deeply felt and ol
experiences. We do know and feel in our deepest selves that the natural world is be
inexorably transformed from lush woods and sweeping grasslands to a world of fact
highways, and housing tracts.

Global capitalismOs transformation of natural places into sites of agribusines:
expanding industrial production, and the evolution of a socially focused and highly

anthropocentric constructed world is consistent with this transformation (Bender, 20!



Indeed, attempting to identify viscerally with the natural order is, as American natural
Aldo Leopold (1949) put it, Oto walk alone in a world of woundsO (p. 38). In each
succeeding generation people are therefore confronted with powerful social and emc
reasons for resigning themselves to the loss of the natural world and Owithdrawing |
substitute fantasy world constructed with the aid of the electronic mediaO (Kidner, 2(
344). The virtual replacement of natural history found in Disney World, the family
fantasyland of Las Vegas, oceanic extravaganzas like Sea World, and sanitized natL
fabrications found in places like NashvilleOs Marriott complex are only several of the
tawdriest examples. Nature in the media-ized, computerized world appears to arise (
various technologically and spectacularly amplified perspectives which, in the absen
experiential contact with the natural world, forbid us from assessing the accuracy or
thoroughness of those viewpoints and productions. Indeed, global capitalism offers
powerful incentives for us to make this myopic substitution from nature to unnature,
vital connection to virtual misperception. Global capital needs the real land, real trees
animals, and cultivated space as physical raw material to fuel its productive fires. It n
homogeneous consumer-driven worldNconsistent, conditioned, compliant, and comy
Nwilling to accept a verbal and virtual substitute for nature. Again, in the words of Ki

(2000):

If nature, then, was not originally constructed by technology and language, it i



many ways in the process of being reconstructed by these means; and the m
of OconstructionO assumes the absence or obliteration of natural structure, s
world is simply made up of (verbal or physical) Oraw materials.O This demoli
nature that frames and transcends human awareness, and its replacement by
natureO that is defined and constructed by industrial and discursive activity frc
fragments of the original nature, implies a corresponding definition of the pers
fit a rational, commercial worldNa redefinition which, in Arthur KleinmanOs (1!
p.42.) words, has Odeepened discursive layers of experience while paradoxit
making it more difficult to grasp and communicate poetic, moral, and spiritual

of the felt flow of living.O (p. 345)

The Cartesian/Newtonian paradigm, buttressed in enlightened modernity, has
always attempted to create a human realm that is separate and above the natural ree
(Besthorn, 2002a, 2002b). Humans and nature are assumed separate, just as mind
body, fact and theory, and subject and object are assumed separate. In similar ways
radical constructionist framework is for some a consistent next step to this same due
ordering of phenomena. The assumption that the human realm is separate from the
realm is the taken for granted part of nearly all modern science, economics, and psy:
(Besthorn & Canda, 2002; Besthom & Saleebey, 2003). It seems just common sens

uninitiated. Not only are humans thought to be separate from nature, they are ascrib



superior to it. Modernity alleges the absolute separateness of human/nature construs
then claims that humanity does not derive its existence and language from nature bu
prescribes them to nature. It is Oa relative minor step to the position that nature itsell
only as an artifact of the superior, human domainO (Kidner; 2000, p. 347).
Language is the most important and potent component in maintaining this ser
separateness. Redefining natural reality on the basis of linguistic convention has ma
precursors in the history of domination. Examples include the demand by missionizir
colonizing groups that Western indigenous peoples speak English or the insistence
conquistadors that New World place names be designhated in Spanish. Just as Carte
modernity fashioned a cognitive disjunction between concepts and reality by creating
discourse of separateness, so can constructionism begin to craft a perceptual disjun
that first names, sorts, ranks and then Obecomes and replaces, the order of the wor
is taken as representingO (Reiss, 1982, p. 35). The world of meaning making is plac
above a world of beingNa world of vital aliveness. As the substitution of manufacture
human reality for natural reality continues, Olanguage appears not so much as a hur
attempt to communicate with and describe those forms which exist beyond language
rather as itself constituting realityO (Kidner, 2000, p. 348). We find ourselves in a wc
that Baudrillard (1981) describes as existing with no nature but rather as a world wh
true nature is Othe universe of communicationO (p. 200). Numinous nature is effecti

excluded from a world that is dominated by words and concepts. This anthropocentr



keeps us from speaking with the world and keeps us from hearing the world speak 1
Talking about nature is a very effective way of not communicating with it. In the end,
find ourselves thinking of language and communication as only interhuman activities
as famed linguist and systems theorist Gregory Bateson convincingly noted, there is
difference between language communication and biological communication: OLangu
depends on nouns, which seem to refer to things, while biological communication cc

pattern and relationshipO (Bateson & Bateson 1987, p. 188).

Silencing Nature

As suggested, at the core of the constructionist framework is a potential for a
distorted understanding of the process of meaning making. As a social worker deep
concerned with both human and nonhuman nature, | find that constructionist meanin
making can be highly problematic in its exclusive focus on interhuman discourse. Th
central issue becomes finding a way to hear the voice of the natural world once agai
ironic that the constructionist framework privileges languaging and discursive relatior
in the human realm while at the same time marginalizing language and relationships
most basic milieu humans depend on for existence: the natural world. The constructi
framework has the potential to mute the voice of the earth while reducing humanity®
deeply sensate and relational capacities to communicate. Communication is reduced

of grammar and syntax and socially constructed linguistic conventions.



For me, as a social worker committed to the professional value stance that
relationship matters, the solution lies not in rejecting constructionism but in finding a
balance that expands the boundaries of reciprocal discourse to include the voices of
in the way we understand ourselves and our place in relationship to the rest of the s
world. Humanity is not ontologically separate from the natural world, nor have we
constructed nature through our collective discourses as modern enlightenment philo
and radical constructionism have tried to convince us. We are one voice in the world
are sensate in the larger sensorial world. David Abram (1996), philosopher and ecol

eloquently captures this sentiment:

Our bodies have formed themselves in delicate reciprocity with the manifold

textures, sounds, and shapes of an animate earthNour eyes have evolved in
interaction with other eyes, as our ears are attuned by their very structure to t
howling of wolves and the honking of geese. To shut ourselves off from thes:
other voices, to continue by our lifestyles to condemn these other sensibilities
oblivion of extinction, is to rob our own sense of their integrity, and to rob our
minds of their coherence, We are human only in contact, and conviviality, witr

is not human. (p. 22)

It seems the most obvious thing to me that things speak. My experience, fron



childhood until now, has been a resounding recognition that we humans are not the
things in the world having voice. In fact, from the beginning of our evolutionary trek,
have been involved in an active communicative dance with the nonhuman world.
Communication, in this sense, is not just the property of humans in relationship with
other. Human beings are not the only things having communicative agency. The dial
agency of nature undercuts enlightenment dualism and balances constructionist
anthropocentrism. | understand that to say that nature speaks, that the world is en- \
may seem quite strange to the ear unaccustomed to hearing anything except human
But | am convinced there is firm theoretical and philosophical support for this percep:
is grounded in the phenomenological, hermeneutical, existential, theological, ecologic
feminist, historical, literary, biological, and anthropological ideas of such luminaries o
Western thought as Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945,1962, 1964, 1968), Martin Heide:
(1927/1967, 1969/1972) Henry Bugbee (1958, 1962), Roy Bhaskar (1989), Paul St
(1994, 1995), Gary Synder (1990, 1994), David Abram (1995, 1996), Scott Friskics
(20014, 200Ib), Albert Borgmann (1984, 1995), Katherine Hayles (1991, 1995),
Christopher Preston (2000), Donald Worster (1995), and Donna Haraway (1988). F
these scholars, and many more like them in both Western and Eastern philosophical
traditions, we are at the most basic level, situated knowers in an en-voiced world of
speakers. That is, we exist in a highly complex and interrelated world made up of cul

and languaged contexts, all of which are heavily influenced by biological and specific



ecological contexts. In short, we are members not only of human communities but ar
sensate communities made up of a vast array of living and speaking beings.

If, indeed, the world speaks to us, why do we not hear it? Part of the explana
lies in our cognitively bound and poorly reasoned assertion that because we do not
generally hear the world, the world must, therefore, be silent. Quite simply, modern ¢
increasingly occludes our ability to listen to the natural world. We live in an incredibly
noisy, clamorous, technological, and mechanized world. Airplanes, televisions,
automobiles, and the constant peeps and buzzes of a world fashioned to capture ou
attention drown out the voices of nature. Most people have been conditioned to uncc
creative ways to avoid finding themselves alone in silence. The world of cell phones,
miniature stereos, portable video games, and 24-7 radio ensures that, for most of us
will be forever banished from our waking existence.

In a noisy world where stillness is reviled while self-referential chest pounding
highly prized, genuine listening becomes a casualty. Modern infotainment culture
discourages the practice of deep listening. It, contrary to the rhetoric of individuality &
self-determination, is awash in self-imposed regularity, socially enforced uniformity, ¢
consumeristic required standardization. The greatest sin is not to Ill in while, paradox
the greatest desire is to stand out in the vast ocean of sameness. We often go to gre
lengths to trumpet distinctiveness in the way we look, what we wear, where we live,

we drive, and what weOve done. The rueful search to find one®s 15 minutes of fam



become a kind of unconscious cultural tableau for those seeking some semblance o
unigueness and individuality.

The sad litany of youthful shooting sprees; the stalking, and in some cases, n
of celebrities; and the nearly constant barrage of pomposity and braggadocio of reali
speaks of desperate people demanding to be recognized in a monotonous world of
conformityNseemingly obsessed with escaping anonymity and avoiding the silence.
often seems that the rudest and loudest voice usually wins. The strident and boister:
has become the undisputed imperial subject of Western society. With all this self-
expression and self-assertion with a background of noisy glitz and glimmer is anyon
listening? We simply cannot talk and listen at the same moment. And, if we only rare
listen to one another, is it so surprising that we scarcely fathom listening to the natur.
world? This imbalanced emphasis on human voice distorts our notions of who we ai
impoverishes our relational abilities, and forces us to inhabit a world characterized by
the words of Friskics (2001a), a Ogrammar of monologueO (p. 403). In this context
have marginalized peoples been denied voice because of their truncated ability to sp
loudly in a noisy, dominant culture, but nature itself, aside from the occasional earthc
hurricane, and tornado, has become wholly passive, nominally silent, and utterly lacl
agency (Friskics, 2001a, 2001b). It should not astonish us that human relationships
nature are understood through either the modernist myth of a rational human subject

studying, manipulating, and controlling inert matter or the constructionist narrative of



languaging humans dialoguing and crafting nature from collective cultural agendas.
Yet the grammar of monologueNour inability to be silent and to listen to anyth
but ourselvesNis not the only cause for our failing to find voice in nature. Most of us
have so little sustained and experiential contact with the natural world that we have fi
opportunities for hearing even if we were so inclined. We have become so accustom
understanding the natural world in the way we might understand a washing machine
wristwatch, or computerNartifacts whose function it is to convenience usNthat we fin
little compelling need or pleasurable desire, except in occasional photo-op excursion
spend time in natural settings. Reducing the natural world to its functional equivalenc
claiming it as a by-product of homolinguistic convention has the same relative impact
transform elogquent, en-voiced fellow beings into Omute, plastic, natural resources . .
object of our desires as a silent storehouse full of inert stuffNan inventory of lifeless
stockO (Friskics, 2001a, pp. 400, 401). Nature becomes visual backdrop, oralgraphi
created by self-referential human voices Ofreely creating world upon world of words

poured forth in conversation after conversationO (Cheney, 1989, p. 119).

En-Voicing the World
How then are conscientious social workers to understand engagement with t
earth? Some will no doubt have dismissed this discussion as a jaded polemicNroma

mystical, illogicalNsimply irrelevant to the grave, chaotic new world now confronting



pragmatic social work scholars and practitioners. But, to do so would mean missing
critical importance that dialogue and dialectic play in the way we live in the world.
Dialogue always addresses us in ways that make claims on us and commission us 1
reply. We are called upon to take responsibility in ways that are ethically decisive.
Dialogue, at its most seminal level, is a call to care with respect and compassion.
Dismissing this discussion would also mean to have missed an opportunity to transi
the seeming silence and furtive quality of nature into an opportunity to learn a new la
of the en-voiced world, less encumbered by the singularity of human centeredness ¢
open to a fresh dialogue of ecological interrelatedness and vivified humility. Mircea E
(1972) makes a similar point in his international study of shamanism. He notes that (
over the world learning the language of animals . . . is equivalent to knowing the sec
natureO (p. 98), and, one might add, our secrets as well.

Dialogic encounters with nature do not have to be seen as ridiculous aberrati
completely outside temporal, rational experience. Nor should they be seen as misgu
extrapolations of simple, anthropomorphic ascriptions to inanimate reality. Relegating
ideas to the realm of superstition or irrationality simply postpones the need to addres
openly and critically. Rather, finding en-voicement with the natural world has a signifi
that can inform the social work profession and transform our personal lives. It revisit
sophisticated, atavistic phenomenology of nature that has been alive in ancient cultu

millennia. En-voicing the world through dialogue with it is based on several ontologic



premises: (1) all the phenomenal world is alive and inspiritedNoverflowing with vis vi
Nand this aliveness includes humans, cultural artifacts, and natural entities, both biol
and inert, and (2) the nonhuman world is alive and articulate and able to communica
the human world. Participation in this dialogue with nature means Owe find the capa
affirm our fellows and ourselves, receive intimations of the irreducible meaning of ou
being together, and recognize ourselves as both called upon and empowered to ince

this value and meaning in our lives and actionsO (Friskics, 2001a, p. 403).

Social Work and Nature
This work was not designed to be a chapter on practice, but some initial

implications of this discussion for the way social work goes about its business is
appropriate. Thinking and practicing with an eye toward dialoging with nature sugge:
reordering of the way we conceive our traditional person/environment constructs anc
we construe the idea of relationship within those historic models. Prominent in this
reacquaintance with person-environment is the ability to integrate the many elements
land, geographical place, and physical space into a reconsideration of those things v
consider having voice. Finding voice in a multiplicity of things in the natural world ber
practice because it broadens the array of natural helping systems available to promo
health and well-being. For example, in community work with children from troubled c

city neighborhoods, social workers make effective use of Equine Assisted Therapy t



acquaint children with the sights, sounds, smells, and voices of horses as these ger
animals speak to the deep, often hidden, sensitivity of a lonely, isolated child. Childre
often find the company and language of animals far more predictable and engaging t
troubled adults kids often find themselves having to accommodate (Besthorn, 2004a

From the perspective of practice settings, dialoguing with nature suggests giv
long and considered attention to the physical space where practice actually occurs. 1
helping agency is for many clients and staff a sterile, lifeless, and sometimes danger
place. Our narrow conceptualization of the helping environment often precludes us fi
experimenting with the vocal, languaged, and tactile qualities inherent in the natural v
and how they might be incorporated into the agency. While not specifically essentiali:
simple strategy to bring nature into practice settings was employed in an adolescent
treatment program. The project sought to include as part of the ambient environment
subtle nature sounds and relaxing music through the facilityOs public address syste
replaced the raucous country/western milieu, and initial reports indicated, after some
resistance from clients and staff, a lowering of tensions and better flow (Saleebey, 2
the helping and service delivery process. The Eden ProjectOs use of animals in nur:
home settings to comfort and stimulate elderly residents shares a similar appreciatio
restorative qualities of the natural world (Nebbe, 1995).

From a macro perspective, hearing the voice of nature means taking an active

bringing attention to efforts to silence natureOs voice as well as the effect of rampan



ecological degradation on the well-being of individuals and communities. When we ¢
conceive of the possibility of hearing the voice of earth, we fail to recognize its screal
us to pay attention. We also fall short in unmistakably hearing the plaintive wails of tf
most marginalized who daily face the aftermath of damaged environments and the p
voices of the powerful claiming the poor must endure such inconvenience and suffei
the price of progress.

On a recent trip to India, | was confronted headlong with the reality that for gre
masses of people in this ancient land social problems are, at their heart, environmen
problems. One could hear the cries of children and the almost audible growl of the fe
remaining trees in a ragpickersO community where women, children, and the disable
struggle to eke out an existence on top of a 50-foot-high garbage heap filled with the
remnants of both Indian and Western industrial societyOs progress. We literally stro
across the top of this stinking colossus and watched children as young as three or fi
through the toxic, cadmium-laced remains of discarded computers that were dumpec
en masse from so-called North American and European waste/refuse recyclers. The
hot and terse with the sounds of despair, anger, and resignation.

In this place, Indian social workers developed a community action project of I
caste women whose first task was to create living conditions that were safe and that
residents access to sanitation, clean water, and breathable air. The second order of

was to plant trees and flowers. These efforts sought to bring back birds and insects



the process of healing those who otherwise lived their entire life in the drab brown st
of rotting refuse and decaying flesh. Finding a living green place to feel the pulse of |
was the top priority of this committed and ebullient group. The smell of poverty and

environmental degradation is similar. It is a sickening sweet smell of putrefying anim:
decaying soil, human sweat, and acrid urine. Social work must be, as are our Indian
colleagues, at the vanguard of documenting environmental degradation and actively

supporting community groups and legislation in dealing with these problems.

Conclusion

This discussion began with a review of essentialist and constructionist positic
the character of reality. It tied this discussion to the natural world and how humans b
understand and move through natural space. The question for social work theory an
practice is how the constructionist dilemma, as discussed here in the context of
environmental philosophy, might inform our profession, which has had its own interr
debate concerning both the promise and problem of constructionism. By finding a wi
hear the voice of the natural world, weOve concluded it seems completely possible t
maintain a conceptualization of nature as external to our humanness and existing
independent of cognition and language, while at the same time fully appreciating the
humans perceive nature as deeply influenced by both cultural and cognitive factors.

If nature is to be another voice social work hears, then our understanding anc



the person-environment equation is enriched. We can marshal the healing powers o
to help reduce stress and promote solace. We can create ambient spaces, in agenc)
community, which promote creativity, comfort, and collaborationNthink of public gard
in this context. We can help people find their voice in relationship with the natural wo
when we construct that world as something vital and essential to a better quality of I
How we construct and construe nature, then, is critical for how we pursue our profe:
edict to strengthen the person and environment transaction.

In the end, when clearly articulated, both the essentialist and constructionist
positions lead to a very similar place. Nature, whether by a multiplicity of cultural and
perceptual influences or by the limits of our ability to fathom its infinite complexity anc
essence, shall for the most part remain a mystery to us. Perhaps the best we can dc
chapter argues, is to bring the otherOs voice into the dialogue. Language does not d
human world exclusively and in the process deny the independent existence of anytl
outside of its construction. Dialogue, as we have come to narrowly think of it, is, inde
not a monologue. Constructionism has sometimes confused the two.

Language can be seen as emerging from the land, from the full ecology of its
sounds, sights, feelings, and movements rather than something humans impose up
Language, culture, and nature can interconnect in a new dance, which may help to rt
our uniqueness and commonality in relationship to others. Such an understanding o

language and cognition integrated into the larger discourse of social work can brink 1



new place in membership in a global community full of new and previously unheard
that beckon us and command our attention. Language does not have to act as a kin
unconscious collusion to keep us alienated from ourselves, others, and nature. The
challenge to the constructionist debate is to make room for these new voices and to
them in the dance of the universe rather than as novel, although new, reflections of «

perceived divinity in the evolutionary order of things.
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