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Abstract 

Situated in the environmental humanities, Land is Shaped as Land Shapes: A Material Ecocritical 

Autoethnography is an interdisciplinary doctoral project grounded in the permacultural site of 

Thar dö Ling in rural north-western Sicily, Italy. Within a theoretical and methodological 

framework inspired by ecocriticism, new materialism, posthumanism, and a personal land 

ethic, the research crafted a “collage methodology” to enact a reading and writing of the 

permacultural site, combining six months of autoethnographic fieldwork with material 

ecocritical analysis. Conceiving permaculture design as a type of more-than-human 

communication that can favour multispecies and elemental mutual relationality, the site is 

interpreted as a more-than-human inscription where to gather (another word for “read”) a 

shared narrative of regeneration.  

Following feminist and environmental humanist invitations for “storying” and “worlding” 

as ethical works of living and relating with more-than-human worlds, this thesis is written 

within an elemental and multispecies frame offering different temporal and spatial scales, 

from multiple perspectives. The collage methodology draws dimensions of my personal 

memories and familial inheritances into relation with immersive fieldwork and situated 

memories, to write a collage of the Thar dö Ling permacultural site in coemergence with 

multiple narrative agencies and design abilities. Within this research, storying and worlding 

are recognised as more-than-human collective practices to draw attention to the narrative 

agencies and design abilities of other beings, nonbeings and elements composing both the 

permacultural site and the thesis. Collaging a composition of multiple temporal and spatial 

dimensions, agencies and partial encounters, this material ecocritical autoethnography is 

expressed as a process of reading, gathering, and writing the more-than-human threads 

within the Thar dö Ling fieldwork site.  

This thesis comprises seven chapters, of which four are the autoethnographic parts dedicated 

to the fieldwork site’s recollection. Before encountering them, two chapters lay ground for 

this doctoral project, offering the intimate and larger context in which the research has 

coemerged, as well as the theoretical and methodological foundations. Across the 

autoethnographic chapters, the reader is invited to move within the permacultural site, guided 

by the topic-places of water, plants, food and waste as situated materialities emerging from 

the landscape in which Thar dö Ling exists. In conclusion, there is hope.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Eleven years ago, my mother decided to acquire a plot of land close to her native village in 

Sardinia (Italy). A land of her own. The one-and-a-half acre block of land had been 

abandoned by the latest generation of human inheritors, leaving space for the brambles to 

take over. At first, I was not very enthusiastic about this new appearance in our scattered 

family, which would inevitably require work. Yet every time I returned home, there would 

be visits to the place my mother ended up calling “Tara”, and my attachment grew.  

Having cleared the brambles, following her desire to have a flourishing garden and the advice 

of her brother and local men, my mother began planting fruit trees and shrubs, which needed 

to be watered. However, before a small well was excavated, there was no access to taps, no 

hose that could be used. The people who lived there 70 years before had built a granite 

reservoir in the meeting point of the water keylines to harness the flow and direct the surplus 

to a little canal, which would have once been the consistent source for irrigation. Now the 

vegetation was overgrown, and the reservoir was inhabited by sturdy fig trees that were 

breaking the granite stones and sucking up the water that stopped there. So, especially during 

summer, I visited Tara to unload many water cans I had filled at the fountain to bring a drink 

to the young plants.  

February to October would often be rainless months, so those vegetal beings struggled in a 

relationship with humans who put them there but could not tend them appropriately. Back 

then, my mother was still working and living full-time in the city. For a few years, Tara was 

certainly tended more by my uncle, who “managed” the land according to productionist 

logic. With him, he brought hunting dogs to “keep an eye out”, a chicken coop for the fresh 

eggs, a rabbit cage to eat or sell them, and a vegetable garden, rigorously rid of weeds and 

composed of monocrop straight lines. I was not impressed by his installation of living 

infrastructures, which seemed to rhyme with utilitarian approaches to human–animal and 

human–plant relations. Nor was my mother, but she was willing to overlook it as the land 

was giving her brother the opportunity to heal after an almost fatal workplace injury that 

slowed down his life. Little by little, in the village, Tara became known as my uncle’s land, 

reiterating patriarchal imaginaries of women having nothing to do with land ownership and 

management. So, even though I understood my mother’s caring intention, I could not help 
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feeling annoyed by the lack of recognition, the stereotypes and the patriarchal, 

anthropocentric aesthetics of control and ownership that dominated the countryside.  

However, the more I engaged with the growing trees, the vegetable garden and the animals 

living there, the more my perspectives shifted. I learned to recognise that Tara was irreducible 

to narrow human narratives of ownership and management. Over time I realised that she 

was composed of multiple dynamic relations and becomings that could not be exhausted by 

human modes of experience, yet nonetheless contributed directly to human nourishment. 

Through the grounded relationships I was noticing within Tara, I began seeing the myriad 

of connections that made this life possible in terms of the energy needed to sustain me, but 

also the importance of certain consumer choices (e.g., buying local groceries, following the 

seasons for fruit and vegetables, moderate meat intake) I had grown up with and barely given 

any thought to. Before Tara, I had been enjoying eggs and meat and vegetables without direct 

connection with or deep understanding (beyond taste and aesthetics) of the food that was 

growing me.  

For me, Tara was the birth site of a land ethic. Engaging directly with the elemental and 

multispecies communities within Tara involved growing increasingly aware that relationships 

and care require responsibilities. They require a willingness to be responsible for affecting 

and accepting to be affected.1 In many ways, it was Tara and her different inhabitants that 

brought together and deepened my interests in food quality, production and 

socioenvironmental justice. Tara’s (de)composition,2 with her elemental and multispecies 

interweaving, increasingly influenced the shape of my life. I became more and more 

dedicated to farmers’ markets, circular economies and gardening. I began to trace 

connections between languages of the nonhuman world and the foreign languages and 

literature I was studying at university. A whole world of socioenvironmental activism opened 

up. It revealed the interconnectedness of topics like land, water, food systems, climate change 

and forced migrations with issues of postcoloniality, cross-culturality and communication, 

showing how these topics comprise material stories of a world that is collapsing while it 

continues to generate.  

 
1 On affect theory, see Bladow and Ladino (2018), Latimer and Miele (2013), Latour (2004), Roelvink (2015), 

Weik von Mossner (2017).  
2 Throughout this thesis, I often use the terms “(de)compose”, “(de)composition”, and declensions, to 

emphasise that composition is inseparable from decomposition, and that only through their relationship life 
moves forward.  
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For a few years before commencing this project, I observed what seemed dear to me, what 

was consistent throughout my comings and goings among different places and thoughts in a 

lively, yet deeply troubled world: writing, socioenvironmental activism and a growing interest 

in the materiality of stories. As I looked for possibilities of ecologically engaged humanistic 

research, of narratives grounded in actions and places, I encountered the field of 

environmental humanities (e.g., Hutchings 2014, Rose et al. 2012). Seeking ecological 

narratives that challenged anthropocentrism, I became immersed in the ecocritical work of 

Serenella Iovino (2015), particularly her theorisations of material ecocriticism, together with 

Serpil Oppermann (Iovino and Oppermann 2012, 2014). Reconsidering the categories of 

text and interpreter, Iovino and Oppermann suggest the two originate together in material 

and discursive ways. Two interrelated processes drawn from this scholarship felt key: 

imagining and communicating worldly interconnectedness through attending to situated 

relations of reciprocity, and attempting to develop a deanthropocentric attentiveness for the 

complex more-than-human3 multitudes that (de)compose this world.  

The more I related with Tara, connecting with the more-than-human agencies at play in 

small-scale cultivation, the more I was drawn to seek similar experiences beyond her. In 2014, 

with my partner Michał, I started gardening following organic and synergic approaches to 

food growing, which led us to discover urban homesteading, urban agriculture and 

community gardens often inspired by permaculture design. The direct connection with part 

of the food we ate spurred us to craft our travelling passion around places where people were 

looking for ecologically sustainable ways of living.4 Among the permacultural (or 

permaculture-inspired) sites I visited, there was one place in Sicily (Italy) that was present in 

my memories. It was through travelling between home and other places, between the Italian 

and the English languages that this PhD emerged as a material ecocritical autoethnography 

from and with the permacultural site of Thar dö Ling in the rocky lunarlike Valley of Sagana.  

 
3 I discovered this expression through Iovino’s ecocritical work, which bridged the anglophone environmental 

humanities with Italian studies, thereby circulating some common terminology. According to Iovino and 
Oppermann, “The phrase ‘more-than-human’ was introduced in 1996 by David Abram in The Spell of the 
Sensuous. Abram used it as a way to overcome the nature-culture bifurcation, suggesting that the human 
world should be considered a subset of the more-than-human world” (2014, 16). Certainly, many others from 
different disciplines wrote about it, in the attempt to work across the modern Western divides of nature and 
culture, nature and society (e.g., Haraway 2008, Richardson-Ngwenya 2014, Tsing 2013, Whatmore 2006, 
Wright 2015). Indeed, “more-than-human” does not satisfy the richness of all the living and nonliving 
collectives that create the world as it creates them; it remains a partial expression that begins with the human 
to expand to others. However, in this thesis, I value it and use it (mostly in its adjectival form) for its work of 
acknowledgment, which serves to illuminate the non-exceptionalism of humans.  

4 For accounts of some of these experiences, see Lepori (2018) and Lepori and Krawczyk (2021).  
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This thesis blends material ecocritical analysis with autoethnographic reflections on six 

months of fieldwork with Thar dö Ling. Breaking down illusory divisions between nature 

and culture, human and nonhuman, and text and matter, I write within an elemental and 

multispecies narrative frame to respond to the research question: How can one write on the 

basis of what one knows? That is, how can the composition of this text respond to the 

awareness of more-than-human entanglements emerging from the intersection of material 

ecocritical and environmental humanities scholarship and lived experience with the 

permacultural site of Thar dö Ling?  

Increasingly, scholars and authors are grappling with questions of how to write and tell stories 

responsibly in a radically interconnected and deeply troubled more-than-human world (e.g., 

Ghosh 2016, Gumbs 2018, Hogan 2007, Streeby 2018, Van Horn, Wall Kimmerer, and 

Hausdoerffer 2021). This project seeks to bring permaculture philosophy and practice into 

dialogue with environmental humanities, new materialism and posthuman scholarship to 

explore and express modes of reparative imagination—this thesis and the fieldwork site—to 

enable living more responsibly within more-than-human systems. Interpreting the 

permaculture site itself as a more-than-human inscription, this thesis recognises that 

nonhuman beings, nonbeings and elements are active narrative agents, and human survival 

depends on the ability to read and respond to multiple nonhuman narrative signs. In this 

work, I demonstrate that such capacities depend not on an idealised attunement to a singular 

so-called “nature” or the nonhuman world in general. Instead, they are the product of 

communicative negotiations resulting from direct and situated immersion in and engagement 

with complex systems.  

Like the compost pile I co-created during fieldwork, this thesis is a work of shared 

(de)composition. It is premised on the notion that every narrative is indebted to multiple 

human and nonhuman agents. This means that within the question of “how one can write on 

the basis of what one knows”, “one” is never singular. This thesis seeks to embody and trace 

the regenerative impulses that sustained the shared elemental and multispecies narrative 

inscribed within the permaculture site of Thar dö Ling. As the process of composting 

decomposes life’s scraps to regenerate their energies into novel compositions, this text breaks 

down a pile of “sedimented memories” (Westling 2016), fragments of somatic experiences, 

verbal and nonverbal interactions to regenerate them in this shared narrative, where the 

expression is intended as a metonymy for both this thesis and the fieldwork site. This writing 

process is grounded in what I have termed a “collage methodology”. Collaging a composition 
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of multiple temporal and spatial dimensions, agencies and partial encounters, this thesis 

embraces different invitations—from feminist studies, environmental humanities 

scholarship and material ecocriticism itself—to ethically participate in “worlding” (e.g., 

Åsberg, Thiele, and van der Tuin 2015, Haraway 2016, van Dooren 2019) and “storying” 

(e.g., van Dooren and Rose 2016, Wright 2017) projects “enlarging our horizon of meanings” 

(Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 8).5  

This doctoral project is an expression of a decade of interest and interaction, including four 

years of dedicated postgraduate investigation and experimental writing in and about 

relationality with the land. Crucially, I note that the word “land” is layered with meaning and 

the lands humans relate with are never generic nor simply abstract. This thesis was written 

on the unceded lands of the Yugarabul, Yuggera, Jagera and Turrbal peoples in Meanjin 

(Brisbane, Australia). Across Australia, European colonisers crafted the legal fiction of terra 

nullius (nobody’s land) to dispossess Indigenous people and claim ownership over their 

sovereign lands.6 This type of official conquering was terminated in 1992 with the Mabo case 

for native title; however, as Larissa Behrendt points out, “there was no recognition of 

Aboriginal sovereignty that flowed as a result” (2019, 179), and Australian land remains 

subject to the ongoing dispossessions of colonial property law (Blatman-Thomas 2019, 

Keenan 2017, Moreton-Robinson 2015). This means that for the past four years, while 

working in connection with a plot of land in Sicily, I have tried to navigate the complexities 

of “living on stolen land” (Kwaymullina 2020). As I arrived in Australia with a baggage of 

land ethic situated in another language and other lands, I was directly confronted with the 

fact that words and concepts can also be colonising, enacting erasures of peoples and stories 

that can reproduce logics of dispossession. Crucially, I realised that for Australian Indigenous 

people, as Margo Neale writes, “it is not land, but Country” (2020, 5),  

Everything starts and ends with Country in the Aboriginal worldview. Yet there are no 

endings in this worldview, nor are there any beginnings. Time and place are infinite and 

 
5 In the environmental humanities, drawing on Donna Haraway’s compost figuration (2016), Jennifer Mae 

Hamilton and Astrida Neimanis (2018) use the metaphor of compost to map the relevance of feminist studies 
for the birth of environmental humanities scholarship.  

6 Aileen Moreton-Robinson explains that Australia was possessed in 1788, when British immigrants invaded 
and “claimed the land under the legal fiction of Terra Nullius—land belonging to no one—and systematically 
dispossessed, murdered, raped and incarcerated the original owners on cattle stations, missions and reserves” 
(2020, 24). Discussing the present “postcolonizing” context, Moreton-Robinson writes, “under Australia’s 
white anglicized legal regime Indigenous people are homeless and out of place because the hybrid of 
settlement, which now exists in common law, continues the legal fiction of Terra Nullius through positioning 
us as trespassers” (2020, 37).  
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everywhere. Everything is part of a continuum, an endless flow of life and ideas 

emanating from Country, which some refer to as the Dreaming. (Neale 2020, 1) 

Any meaningful engagement with more-than-human agency and languages must 

acknowledge a deep conceptual inheritance from and indebtedness to Indigenous 

intellectuals. This is especially the case with work conducted and composed in unceded 

Indigenous lands. The concept of Country itself has been integral to the development of 

environmental humanities scholarship in Australia, and Indigenous thought is at the 

forefront of environmental scholarship and activism globally.7 The “major guiding theme” 

of “connectivity”, intended as an ethic “to acknowledge that we are co-participants in earthly 

reciprocities of being, becoming, and dying” (Rose and Robin 2004, n.d.) has been elaborated 

following “the principles of caring for country that Australian Indigenous people have 

maintained for millennia” (O’Gorman et al. 2019, 455). As Laklak Burarrwaŋa et al. write, 

“we balance as we care for Country and it cares for us. But we are not separate from it. We 

are in kinship with it” (2019, 79). Following Yolŋu Indigenous ontology, Burarrwaŋa and the 

more-than-human collective of Bawaka Country, in the Northern Territory, write about a 

“vibrant and sentient understanding of space/place which becomes bounded through its 

interconnectivity” (Bawaka Country et al. 2015, 270). The awareness of connectedness entails 

a “methodology of attending”, which “means becoming sensitive, communicative and alive 

within a more-than-human, co-constitutive world” (Bawaka Country et al. 2015, 276).  

Thus, it became increasingly evident that some of the concepts informing much of my 

thinking and research originated from particular lands and relations. In her review of the 

Australian environmental humanities, Catherine Rigby emphasises this aspect, pointing to 

the “vital contribution of Indigenous peoples, perspectives and practices” in characterising 

the environmental humanities’ “ethical orientation towards a transspecies concept of justice, 

which bridges the divide between the deep ecological critique of human chauvinism and 

social ecological concerns with environmental justice” (2019, 12). Notably, Deborah Bird 

Rose, one of the Australian pioneers of the field, articulated her insights and reflections in 

deep connection with her “Indigenous friends and teachers, especially those of the 

Aboriginal communities of Yarralin and Lingara in northern Australia” (van Dooren and 

Chrulew 2022, 2).  

 
7 See for example Bawaka Country et al. (2022), Hikuroa and Lythberg (2022), Turner and Somerville (2020), 

Todd (2018), Wall Kimmerer (2013).  
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I acknowledge that certain material ecocritical metaphors that inspired this work—such as 

“reading matter as text” and “storied matter”—can often be universalised, lacking the 

insights of “older forms of nonreductive materialism” (Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 16). 

Drawing on the work of Vanessa Watts (2013), Zoe Todd writes that “the appropriation of 

Indigenous thinking in European contexts without Indigenous interlocutors present to hold the use of 

Indigenous stories and laws to account flattens, distorts and erases the embodied, legal-governance 

and spiritual aspects of Indigenous thinking” (2016, 9). From this perspective, building a 

bridge between material ecocriticism and permaculture has meant recognising the risks of 

running into cultural appropriation and the exploitation of Indigenous thoughts and 

practices. Likewise, I notice that permaculture is a holistic design practice that is often 

universalised as a generic movement for a normative idea of sustainability. Not only can its 

entanglement with settler-colonialism be lost in translation when permaculture is practiced, 

for example, in Italy, but also the influence that specific Indigenous knowledge and Countries 

had on developing the discipline can be erased. This thesis is a situated work that seeks to 

acknowledge the partial, incomplete and collective character of knowledges and practices. 

While resisting problematic generalisations within universalising concepts that work to 

colonise and erase situated and specific knowledges, I am aware of the non-innocent position 

I inhabit as an international researcher benefiting from the privileges gained through unceded 

lands, and unequivocally acknowledge the reality of “being a part of settler-colonialism” 

(Kwaymullina 2020, 3). 

Although the origins of this project are personal and grounded in the familial, they were 

expanded by my movements among the different ecologies of globally situated places and 

thoughts embedded in geopolitical injustices. That is why this research strives to attend to 

the specificities of the Sicilian fieldwork site while pointing out that this is the partial product 

of mediation by a person (myself), although not a discrete being, defined by the name of 

Giulia Lepori. I am, among other things (by no means fixed), a Southern European white 

woman, able-bodied, cisgender, heterosexual, relatively fit and healthy, brought up in a 

middle-class family, with insider knowledge on permaculture, and “the intergenerational 

pattern of embodied gifts” (Wright 2022, 204) of my ancestors and the life and nonlife 

contributing to this existence. I highlight the shared authorship aspect in light of the material 

turn (which I return to in the next chapter) that informed material ecocriticism. As “the 

interpreter and the interpreted emerge together” (Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 9), bodies, 

thoughts, privileges, places and stories are inextricable.  



8 

In the following section, I place the discipline of permaculture within its historical and 

intellectual context, critiquing problematic universalising tendencies while simultaneously 

suggesting that permaculture practice and philosophy harbours possibilities of ecological 

narratives that can contribute to more responsible and livable futures. As Thom van Dooren 

reminds me, “however modest their effects, the stories that we tell play a role in the imagining 

and shaping of possibilities” (2019, 14).  

1.1 Permaculture 

Developed within academic circles in Australia by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, 

“permaculture” originally referred to a systemic ecological science to experiment with 

perennial polyculture food systems. Permaculture is a contraction of the words “permanent” 

and “agriculture”, but also “permanent” and “culture”, implying from its beginnings the need 

for social change. More broadly, it was a response to the mid-20th century predictions of 

“peak oil”8 and the 1970s’ oil crisis. It resonated with Western back-to-the-land 

countercultures (see Lockyer and Veteto 2015, Crosby, Lorber-Kasunic and Vanni 2014), 

and reflected the circulating insight of the Gaia hypothesis that Earth is an intelligent, self-

regulating living system (Lovelock 1979). From Mollison’s landmark manual of 1988, the 

methodology of permaculture was later redefined by Holmgren as a theory of practice for,  

Consciously designed landscapes which mimic patterns and relationships found in 

nature, while yielding an abundance of food, fibre, energy, for provision of local needs 

… It draws together the diverse ideas, skills and ways of living which need to be 

rediscovered and developed in order to empower us to move from being dependent 

consumers to becoming responsible and productive citizens. (2002, xix)  

Holmgren’s seminal work of 2002 summarised the permaculture paradigm as based on the 

threefold ethics of earth care, people care and fair share (already outlined in Mollison 1988), 

and 12 design principles (interpretable as a synthesis of Mollison’s manual’s principles).9 The 

first ethic, care for the earth, is addressed through a regardful and regenerative approach to 

Earth’s biotic communities (intended also as resources) with the intention to “rebuild 

nature’s capital” (Holmgren 2002, 32); for example, by caring for the soil or rethinking waste 

production. The second ethic, care for the people, starts with taking care of the self, 

developing in widening circles to include caring for kin, family, neighbours and community 

 
8 See “Hubbert peak theory” Black (2014).  
9 For the updated list and explanation of the design principles (according to David Holmgren’s work), see 

https://permacultureprinciples.com/principles/   

https://permacultureprinciples.com/principles/


9 

to emphasise both self-reliance and cooperation to meet the needs of everyone’s existence. 

The third ethic sets limits to exponential growth (aligning with Serge Latouche’s 2009 theory 

of “degrowth”) and consumption, inviting practitioners to recognise the limits of giving and 

taking, and redistribute any surplus of abundance among others for greater 

socioenvironmental justice.  

A parallel can be drawn between permaculture’s caring ethic and María Puig de la Bellacasa’s 

(2017) feminist conceptualisation of care. She states that “care is a force distributed across a 

multiplicity of agencies and materials and supports our worlds as a thick mesh of relational 

obligation” (Puig 2017, 21). In this thesis, encountering such “matters of care” or the more-

than-human agencies of care in various shapes and processes throughout the Thar dö Ling 

landscape invites the reader to conceive “caring as something we do” (Puig 2017, 42) in 

elemental and multispecies collaborations. As such, caring is materialised “as an ethically and 

politically charged practice … to care joins together an affective state, a material vital doing, 

and an ethico-political obligation” (Puig 2017, 42).  

Importantly, as I seek to articulate through this work, I do not posit permaculture as being 

outside capitalist relationality, suggesting its practitioners can be exempt from the “capitalist 

world-ecology” (Moore 2016). Rather, as Laura Centemeri (2019) points out following Anna 

Tsing’s work (2015), permaculture can be viewed as a discipline that enables “pericapitalist” 

—working both in and out of capitalism—ways and spaces of living, where caring aims to 

reach systemically distributed wellbeing. Centemeri (2018) refers to it as “multispecies 

commoning”. 

Based on the permaculture philosophy’s foundational work (Holmgren 2002, Mollison 1988, 

Mollison and Holmgren 1978), permaculture can be conceived as a multidisciplinary toolbox 

that includes the integration of agriculture, water harvesting, nonhuman animal systems, 

natural building, energy, forestry, waste management, cooperative economies and 

community development.10 Today, this theory and community of practice continues to 

provide holistic design guidance and inspiration to certified, soon or want to be 

permaculturists around the world, as well as other kinds of practitioners (e.g., bioregionalists, 

agroecologists, people living in ecovillages and transition towns), who generally come 

together at both local and global levels. Well-known places for these encounters include the 

 
10 Other well-known authors who have published on permaculture: Harland (2017), Holzer (2011), Lillington 

(2007), Morrow (2015); for a collection on Australian permacultur pioneers, see Dawborn and Smith (2011).  
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chosen locations for the permaculture design courses (PDC); regional, national and 

international convergences; and social networks (Habib and Fadaee 2021).  

Even though permaculture is often called a social or global movement, there is no certain 

estimate of how many countries around the world have an established practice. Nor is the 

criteria of assessment clear, given there is no general agreement on what constitutes a 

permaculture practice (with the exception of the globally recognised 72-hour PDC to become 

a certified permaculture designer). Such a lack of centralised authority may be considered 

one of permaculture’s strengths, as its practitioners can move within it more or less officially, 

adding to its philosophy according to the context and possibilities from which they enact it.11  

It is common practice to treat permaculture as a movement, using a variety of case studies 

from different parts of the world, for sociological or anthropological reflections on topics 

ranging from economics and ethics to grassroots organisation and sustainable policies, and 

for other scientific investigations on the design principles for agricultural, land management 

or regeneration purposes (e.g., Ferguson and Lovell 2014, 2015, Morel, Leger, and Ferguson 

2019, Suh 2014, Taylor Aiken 2017, Veteto and Lockyer 2008). The literature shows that 

many disciplines have much to contribute to permaculture, and also that there is widespread 

interest in the social dynamics and imaginaries associated with its practitioners.  

However, I suggest that wanting to include many situated views and implementations under 

the one umbrella term of “permaculture movement” can be challenging and risky on 

different counts. The core aim of a design adapted to the specific circumstances, beings and 

elements of a place seems to lose its relevance. Yet, beyond issues of being in the “lineage” 

of Mollison or Holmgren for personal preference, I am concerned the founding reference 

texts appear more and more obsolete in the face of the current pace of social and climate 

changes.12 Thus, for the discipline to be empirically grounded and to evolve, new 

authoritative voices are needed to provide comprehensive updates to the ethics, principles 

and scope of permaculture. As Terry Leahy points out, for permaculture to exist as a social 

movement, it “needs to move away from charismatic foundationalism and define itself in 

 
11 See, for example, Black Permaculture Network (BPN website); Social permaculture (Clayfield 2013). 
12 For example, Joshua Lockyer and James R. Veteto (2015) note that although born within academic contexts, 

permaculture has increasingly diminished its engagement with academia. Indicating the contribution 
environmental anthropology can offer permaculture, they write that the theory that inspired the discipline has 
largely evolved over the past decades. Thus, they suggest “permaculture’s relative divorce from the academy 
over the past forty years has resulted in many successes in praxis, but has left it behind in theoretical 
development” (Lockyer and Veteto 2015, 14).  
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terms of a set of shared ideas” (2022, 11) that go beyond the three canonical texts mentioned 

above.  

Contributing to interdisciplinary research across the environmental humanities, material 

ecocriticism and permaculture thought,13 this thesis addresses a gap I identified within 

permaculture studies: the lack of investigation of the nonhuman, more-than-human agencies 

that (de)compose a permaculture design and/or site. Because of its systemic ecological 

approach, permaculture depicts the human designer as a knot in a web of connections, a 

thread in the weaving that should serve more than them, and the canonical texts transmit the 

acknowledgement of humans being part of so-called nature. Nonetheless, the general 

emphasis remains on the humans overseeing the design and its subsequent management. 

Although some degree of “anthropocentrism”—in the sense of avoiding a flattening of 

differences, admitting that the entry point into this reasoning is human—is needed to take 

responsibility for one’s actions without conflating roles and relationships. This research 

happens within the intersection between human and nonhuman agency and intentionality in 

light of current fields of inquiry that concentrate on the imagination and expression of more-

than-human relationality. Informed by work in the environmental humanities and material 

ecocriticism, this thesis redefines, in writing, the roles humans play in the design of a 

permacultural site by focusing on the elemental and multispecies mutual relationality that 

(de)composes the Thar dö Ling more-than-human inscription.   

1.2 Ecological Humanities and Narratives 

Over the past three decades, the humanist disciplines have been increasingly dedicated to the 

human impact on environmental processes, investigating and experimenting with ways to 

imagine human beings in ecological relations with the world. In the late 1990s in Australia, 

key scholars, including Deborah Bird Rose and Libby Robin (2004) and Val Plumwood 

(2006), founded the “ecological humanities”. This section’s title pays tribute to their 

groundbreaking work, even though the compound “environmental humanities” appears to 

be more widespread worldwide in recent years.14 Although the environmental humanities’ 

roots may be traced as far back as the earliest cosmological narratives, the terms signalled the 

 
13 Presently, as the entire world is (unevenly) living through the coronavirus pandemic, the relevance of and 

need for interdisciplinary research, like what is offered by the environmental humanities, is strongly advocated 
(Corsi and Ryan 2022, Mol and Hardon 2020, Wise et al. 2022). 

14 For a comprehensive overview of the Environmental Humanities, see for example Castree (2021), Emmett 
and Nye (2017), Nye et al. (2013).  
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modern collaborations of humanistic fields of investigation with the natural and social 

sciences (Adamson and Davis 2017). Such collaborations allowed space for novel 

interdisciplinary research areas and ecological reinterpretations of fields of studies commonly 

inhabited by humans only. In studying the more-than-human entanglements that define 

human ways of being in the world (Rose et al. 2012), the environmental humanities include 

history, philosophy, geography, religious studies, literature, theatre, film and media studies 

informed (certainly not reduced to) by the most recent research in the (hard) scientific 

disciplines (Adamson and Davis 2017). As Serenella Iovino, Enrico Cesaretti and Elena Past 

write, such studies show that “the environment is not just ‘out there’. It is everywhere, 

outside and inside our bodies and discourses; it is at once a background, an issue and an actor 

in our social and biological life” (2018, 2). However, these studies also reveal the 

environmental humanities to be both a challenge to and product of this historical period 

controversially influenced by the so-called “two cultures” separation (Snow 1961). As 

Plumwood observes, the “division of the field of knowledge into a culture-reductionist 

humanities versus a nature-reductionist science is a direct contemporary expression of the 

polarized and dualized choice of nature versus culture characteristic of western culture since 

classical times” (2006, 120). Nevertheless, many Western scholars have attempted to mend 

the divisions, integrating (more or less respectfully) the insights already offered by various 

Indigenous philosophies (Todd 2016). From stylistic adjustments, like the neologisms 

“naturecultures” (Haraway 2003) and “more-than-human” (see footnote 3), to theoretical 

and methodological frameworks that acknowledge the hybrid and intermingling qualities that 

have always characterised human life (e.g., Latour 1993, Muecke 2006, Seaman 2007, 

Springgay and Truman 2018, van Dooren, Kirksey, and Münster 2016, Whatmore 2002), 

such reframings combine critique with creativity and experimentation to articulate critical 

narratives that help imagine and process the many realities that comprise this world (e.g., 

Braidotti 2013, Iovino, Cesaretti, and Past 2018, Kirksey 2014).  

Work in the Australian environmental humanities has shown the importance of ecological 

narratives in fostering different understandings of and relationships with places and 

nonhuman others (see van Dooren and Rose 2012, 2016, Wright 2017). Drawing on 

Haraway’s (2008, 2014) feminist speculations, van Dooren and Rose (2016) illuminate the 

active role of storytelling in shaping realities. In particular, they write that ethnographic 

accounts “are active sites for the ongoing weaving or braiding of stories, efforts to inhabit 

multiple storied worlds in a spirit of openness and accountability to otherness” (2016, 85). 

As Kate Wright observes, “our own stories and versions of history become part of the 
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embedded stories of the planet—an aggregate of stories, layered through the material and 

semiotic interfaces of the world” (2017, 37). 

That is why I interpret permaculture design as based in acts of more-than-human 

communication that can facilitate elemental and multispecies mutual relationality, where the 

human reads, makes sense and replies to the material-semiotic signs of other beings, 

nonbeings and elements. Such acts enable the process of “becoming with” (Haraway 2008) 

one’s life place while challenging the idea of human exceptionalism or the superiority of 

human agency. Becoming with, observes Wright, “offers a metaphysics grounded in 

connection, challenging delusions of separation—the erroneous belief that it is somehow 

possible to exempt ourselves from Earth’s ecological community” (2014, 278).  

On the assumption that ecological narratives are not crafted in isolation and narrative agency 

is not “an anthropocentric ‘proper’” (van Dooren and Rose 2012, 4), I conceive the Sicilian 

permacultural site of Thar dö Ling as the dynamic product of multispecies and elemental 

mutual collaborations. Informed by material ecocriticism (Iovino and Oppermann 2012, 

2014), I understand the shared quality of agency and narrative as recognition that “human 

stories emerge from and converge with the stories of the more-than-human beings around 

and within us” (Iovino, Cesaretti, and Past 2018, 3). As material ecocriticism analyses the 

interweaving of “matter and discourses not only as they are re-created by literature and other 

cultural forms, but also as they emerge in material expressions” (Iovino and Oppermann 

2014, 6), matter itself can be viewed as text.15 Thus, this research is grounded in the “storied 

matter” concept, meaning material phenomena like air, food and bodies “can be ‘read’ and 

interpreted as forming narratives” (Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 1).  

Within the cultivation of a deanthropocentric attentiveness, I consider the permacultural site 

of Thar dö Ling as a text—a more-than-human inscription to be read through the fieldwork 

experience and expressed in writing this document (the writing is discussed further in Section 

1.3.1). As I strive not to conflate a “permacultural” site with a thesis text, I am interested in 

the overlapping of these words from the perspective of the verb “to read” in relation to the 

idea of (de)composition already mentioned. If the focus on textuality seems at odds with 

deanthropocentric research attempts, it is not so when considering other meanings within 

 
15 To reiterate the indebtedness such a view owes to various Indigenous philosophies, I borrow Jessica Smartt 

Gullion’s words: “it is important to again point out that I am writing about a Western framework. This 
reconsideration of the nature of matter is a move towards what indigenous peoples have already believed. It 
is not a new discovery” (2018, 128).  
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the words “text” and “read”. Drawing together the etymological connections between “text” 

and “textile” (e.g., Aymes-Stokes 2013, Jefferies 2006, Sturza and Abrudan Caciora 2017), 

with the verb “leggere”—“to read” in Italian, from the Latin verb lĕgĕre, containing the idea of 

gathering and recollection (Treccani n.d.)—I explore the possibility of reading as in 

recollecting16 the site through the more-than-human material threads that continuously 

weave it. If permaculture design is often considered an art of weaving relations among 

elements within a specific place, the same metaphor is also meaningful for the composition 

of other texts; for example, this thesis (the origin of the word “text” is within the Latin verb 

texere: to weave, to join together). Thus, reading becomes an act of gathering, a collection and 

recollection, both at the level of the fieldwork site and the composition of this text through 

writing. However, before reaching the fieldwork site (Section 1.4), some notes are due on 

how I use a number of terms, including “landscape” in relation to textuality.  

1.2.1 Landscape 

Landscape can be interpreted in numerous ways depending on a multitude of viewpoints. 

Landscape is literally and metaphorically the focus of inquiry of many disciplines, such as 

literature, visual art, anthropology and geography (e.g., Berger 2018, Demos 2020, Meschiari 

2008, 2012, 2017, Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017, Wolfe and Whiteman 2016). More 

broadly, it is the scope of multidisciplinary landscape studies (Howard et al. 2019) for the 

confluence of different investigative approaches to relationality with the land. In Australia 

and worldwide, many Indigenous thinkers and scholars have been writing about the 

significance of land in grounding place-based ontologies and epistemologies (e.g., Bawaka 

Country et al. 2022, Graham 2008, Yunkaporta 2021). In using the English language, the 

word “landscape” brought about different possibilities compared to the Italian equivalent 

paesaggio. What caught my attention was, once more, the etymology of the word 

“landscape”,17 which clearly evokes the agentic qualities of land as shaper. Its original sense 

contains the idea that shaping is the act through which land is continually coming into being 

(Ingold 2011). Land is shaped as land shapes. This idea bridges material ecocriticism’s 

 
16 The verb “recollect” comes from the Latin recollectus, past participle of recolligere “to take up again, regain”, 

etymologically “to collect again” (Online Etymology Dictionary, n.d.).  
17 The word “landscape” is composed of two parts: “land” from the Old English “lond, land”, meaning 

“ground, soil”; and “scape”, related to the word “shape”, from the Old English “sceppan”, meaning “to 
create, to form” (Ingold 2011). In his landscape anthropology, which also owes to Yolŋu Indigenous ontology, 
Tim Ingold observes that far from being the artistic anthropocentric scenery that the word has come to signify 
in the West, “wherever we look, the ground bears witness to the liveliness of the processes that have gone on 
or are going into its formation” (2011, 132). A landscape is not an external object of the land; rather, it is 
intended as a collaborative action of formation where beings, nonbeings and elements are at once subjects 
and objects.  
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emphasis on the narrative agency of matter with deanthropocentric research attempts. My 

interest in this word originated from Italian ecocriticism, specifically the material analyses 

Iovino proposes in her monograph Ecocriticism and Italy (2016). Building on her work on 

material ecocriticism, she asks and replies,   

In which sense can we say that landscapes are texts? A text is something that can be 

read: a book, an inscription on a wall, a musical score, a poem, a picture, a film, a theater 

play. But “text” can also be something else: for example, the material texture of meanings, 

experiences, processes, and substances that make the life of places and beings. A text, 

in this sense, emerges from the encounter of actions, discourses, imagination, and 

physical forces that congeal in material forms. (Iovino 2016, 3) 

Given that material ecocriticism argues for “an implicit textuality in the becoming of material 

formations” (Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 6), a landscape, in continuous creative formation, 

is a crucial place to read the more-than-human interweaving that contributes to the shaping 

(discussed further in Chapter 2). With this in mind, I identified the intersections with the 

discipline of permaculture, which, as noted above, concentrates on sustainable landscape 

design and caring approaches to land (Lillington 2007). A permacultural site harbours the 

possibilities of ecological narratives that disrupt the centrality of the human. Thus, this 

project reads and writes the fieldwork site through four topics—water, plants, food and 

waste18—grounded in the specific materialities of the permacultural landscape of Thar dö 

Ling. This landscape is articulated as a more-than-human inscription where a shared narrative 

of regeneration is gathered. Emphasising the shared authorship is especially relevant to 

cultivate the acknowledgement of the narrative agencies and design abilities of other beings, 

nonbeings and elements contributing to both the permacultural site and this thesis. Indeed, 

the expression is used here to reach beyond the human realm, to encompass all the other 

forms of world-making that pertain to vegetal beings, nonhuman animals and elements, 

among others, in the effort to show that these are fundamentally interwoven (see van Dooren 

2017, van Dooren and Rose 2016).  

This thesis explores and recounts the Thar dö Ling shared narrative of regeneration, 

acknowledging that narratives coemerge in deep entanglement with other beings, nonbeings 

and elements. In the context of this work, I employ the word “regeneration” to convey life’s 

ongoing processes of renewal. Within this thesis and the permacultural site, regeneration is 

articulated through attempts at unsettling and/or challenging dominant capitalist narratives 

 
18 Notably, water, plants, food, and waste are common topics of investigation within ecocriticism at large.  
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of generalisation, disposability, and erasure with practices of care and hope grounded in 

situated multispecies and elemental reciprocal relations. Drawing on Puig’s (2015, 2017) work 

on care and van Dooren’s (2014, 2019) elaborations in relation to hope, I illuminate the type 

of imagination that sustains endeavours of mutual life continuity within Thar dö Ling. 

Engaging with the fieldwork site’s practices of care and hope in this writing, I continue to 

handle an imagination that “relocates the human in a larger material-semiotic “collective”” 

(Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 6). That is to say, in embodying and tracing the practices of 

care and hope experienced with the permacultural site, this thesis exercises the imagination 

contained within them.  

In 2015, within the Australian environmental humanities, the preface to the Manifesto for 

Living in the Anthropocene called for, 

New ways of thinking and knowing, and for innovative forms of action … [which 

involved] cultivating the capacity for deep listening to each other, to the land, to other 

species and thereby learning to be affected and transformed by the body-world we are 

part of… renouncing the narcissistic defense of omnipotence and an equally narcissistic 

descent into despair. (Gibson, Rose, and Fincher 2015, i–viii)  

The authors proposed coupling the acknowledgment of the current epoch’s ecological 

tragedies with a reparative mindset. Considering and conceiving different reparative mindsets 

is necessarily a matter of cultivating different forms of imagination. As a varied archive of 

knowledges and practices, these will enable humans to navigate the spaces between 

“omnipotence” and “despair” (Gibson, Rose, and Fincher 2015). Difference is to be 

cultivated in this in-betweenness, recognising the plurality and situatedness of recuperative 

approaches to avoid the tendency to seek out absolute forms of reparation. As Max Haiven 

articulates, cultivating the capacity to imagine differently is necessary to envision “that things 

could be different, and that we could live life otherwise” (2014, 218).   

Thus, I move on to combine environmental humanist suggestions for reparation through 

imagination with the seemingly opposed concepts of the Anthropocene and sustainability. 

In doing so, I remain aware, as Kathryn Yusoff writes, that “the end of the world has already 

happened for some subjects, and it is the prerequisite for the possibility of imagining ‘living 

and breathing again’ for others” (2018, 12).   
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1.2.2 Anthropocene 

Since its coinage and conceptualisation (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000), studies regarding the 

Anthropocene have broadened and thickened a debate that has long escaped the borders of 

“hard” scientific research to enter the fields of social sciences, cultural studies and the 

humanities more broadly. However, no matter how accurate or undeniable the evidence of 

a new geologic era (Zalasiewicz 2022), no matter how true that the sixth mass extinction is 

happening right now (Ceballos et al. 2015, Pievani 2014), the Anthropocene remains a 

controversial concept as its grand unifying narratives simplify and universalise humanity as 

an undefined whole. As Yusoff points out, 

Anthropocene monumentality is a way to unpack the language that geology carries and 

a way to push a conversation that admonishes the idea of the neutrality of geology as a 

language of the rocks and deep time, which is immune or innocent of its current deadly 

configurations. (2018, 13)  

Indeed, the generic Anthropos of this epoch underscores questions of socioenvironmental 

justice, which point to the inequalities within the present ecological crisis. As such, the 

Anthropocene is a semantic attempt that universalises humanity and different experiences of 

relationality with the Earth. Moreover, it tends to obliterate the involvement of more-than-

human agencies in the material and discursive production of the current ecological collapse. 

The risk arises of falling into the trap of hubristic rhetoric that positions humans at the centre 

of the universe (Adamson 2017, Crist 2016, Nimmo 2015, Oppermann 2018), equipped with 

terrific powers to influence Earth’s life course, as Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer (2000) 

predict, for millennia to come even beyond their own extinction. Responsibilities are 

grounded in the past while announcing the future to those unevenly bearing the struggles 

today. Yet, it is difficult to pinpoint where and for how long this epoch has been happening. 

Presenting the Anthropocene as “a particular mode of imagining, of summoning up, 

placetimes”, van Dooren asks, “which futures are being imagined or denied? How are 

connections being made between some times and spaces and not others?” (2019, 106). 

“Situating” the Anthropocene requires attending to “specific moments, specific situated 

circumstances” to understand how these are “shaped by legacies of the past and the 

anticipation of what is to come” (van Dooren 2019, 105). In this sense, van Dooren proposes 

to pay attention to the places that, more than others, are “material-semiotic” enablers of this 

era (2019), therefore noticing which “particular form of human life is being inscribed in the 

landscape” (2019, 118).  



18 

Presently, many scholars have discussed nomenclature questions thoroughly, analysing their 

various implications.19 For example, Jason Moore (2014) proposed to rename this epoch 

“Capitalocene”. In light of van Dooren’s reflection, it is notable that Moore’s definition of 

capitalism is not merely economic but intends “a way of organizing nature—as a 

multispecies, situated, capitalist world-ecology” (2016, 6). In underscoring the more-than-

human agencies that participate in the formation of a “material-semiotic reality” (Haraway 

2004, 2), Moore helps return attention to the key tasks I mentioned at the beginning of this 

introduction: attending to situated reciprocal relationality and attempting to develop a 

deanthropocentric attentiveness. Thus, I follow van Dooren’s call for “situating” this epoch 

in specific places and relations, moving beyond those “placetimes” where anthropocenic 

responsibilities for socioenvironmental devastation might appear more evident by focusing 

on a place dedicated to reparation. Attending to the details of the permacultural site of Thar 

dö Ling is useful to reveal both the dualisms and anthropocentrism that differently permeate 

different human modes of living (deconstructing certain illusions of exemption or 

innocence), and the more-than-human multitudes contributing to the imagination at play in 

a specific place (and time) of reparation.  

“Situating” the Anthropocene in specific places requires locating particular times—“specific 

moments” that are (de)composed by more-than-human agencies. Attempting to attend to 

multiple temporal and spatial scales requires “refram[ing] the way we think about ourselves 

in time” and recognising “the long coevolution of Earth and life” (Bjornerud 2018, 169–70). 

It is within this “coevolution” that the significance of sustainability, as a philosophy and 

practice attentive to multiscale dimensions, can be sought.  

1.2.3 Sustainability 

Following the lessons that Tara and other lands taught me, outlined at the beginning of this 

thesis, the word “sustainability” became increasingly prominent in my life. Through 

interactions with other gardeners, homesteaders and environmental activists, I came to 

conceive sustainability as “a gradual dynamic learning process toward a conscious way of 

being human” (Lepori and Krawczyk 2021, 104). I now realise that most of my original 

practices of care and hope were driven by the imaginary of reaching an ultimate goal. After 

all, that is also why I became interested in permaculture at large, as this discipline falls within 

 
19 For different discussions on the Anthropocene or alternatives to it, see Armiero and De Angelis (2017), Crist 

(2013), Haraway (2015), Mentz (2015), Meschiari (2021), Moore (2016), Myers (2017), Nimmo (2015), Parikka 
(2015).  



19 

the range of sustainable living opportunities associated with decoupling humans from the 

death drives inherent to capitalism, inherent to the Anthropocene (McBrien 2016). As 

though seeking redemptive solutions by ticking a box of being, buying and living sustainably, 

I could somehow overcome all the non-innocent relationships that make this life possible. 

Throughout this project, in learning to imagine and think with complex multiscale levels, I 

learned to recognise that ideals or goals of sustainability cannot be met as universal points of 

arrival, in isolation or with an attitude focused on sustaining a human-centred world.  

I have become somewhat cautious about sustainability and its relatives (e.g., sustainable 

development, tourism, agriculture). Not because I wish to dismiss the intentions of reducing 

the impact that (some) human “business as usual” has on the planet, but because of 

sustainability’s underlying outcome-driven, goal-oriented narratives. The latter, like the 

dominant unifying narratives of the Anthropocene, are shaped around what Puig calls 

“technoscientific futurity”, in which “the everyday experience of time is one of permanent 

precariousness: an on-going sense of urgency and crisis calls to act ‘now’, while the present 

of action is diminished, mortgaged to an always unsure tomorrow” (2015, 694), where a 

generic humanity remains centre-stage.20 Stacy Alaimo suggests that an anthropocentric, 

productionist approach to sustainability and scales can also undermine the humanities’ 

qualitative approaches to research. Discussing the past century’s institutionalisation of 

environmentalism from a social movement to a “technocratic” and “apolitical” sustainability, 

Alaimo points out that value has been progressively placed on “the disciplines that can fix 

things” (2016, 171) quantitatively. From a technoscientific perspective, “sustainability 

proceeds with the presumption that human agency, technology, and master plans will get 

things under control” (Alaimo 2016, 173), once again erasing the other beings, nonbeings 

and elements involved.21 Thus, Alaimo provocatively asks, “who has time for philosophical 

questions, social and political analyses, historical reflections, or literary musings when the 

world is rapidly heating up and ‘resources’ are running out?” (2016, 171).  

In response, I suggest that much like the Anthropocene, sustainability needs to be grounded 

in situated places and temporalities, allowing the pace to pay attention to the multiple 

 
20 For discussions on the meanings, possibilities and limitations of “sustainability”, see for example Alaimo 

(2012), Arias-Maldonado (2013), Braidotti (2006), Cortese and Murdock (2020), Hes and du Plessis (2015), 
Knight (2015), O’Grady (2003).  

21 Similarly, after one and a half years of the COVID-19 pandemic, Iovino wrote, “the funds earmarked for 
research have never been so conspicuous in both President Biden’s Stimulus Plan and the Next Generation 
EU Recovery Plan. But ‘research’ means here exclusively scientific and technological research. This, once 
again, potentially reduces the humanities to a merely ornamental role” (2021, 29).  
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elements, living and nonliving beings that co-create the possibilities of life within Earth. In 

this sense, sustainability ceases to be a clear set of goals and practices to be applied 

universally. Instead, it becomes a word that invites cultivating “arts of attentiveness” (van 

Dooren, Kirksey, and Münster 2016) towards multispecies, more-than-human life and how 

this is sustained. Expanding on my original understanding of sustainability, “a conscious way 

of being human” includes the acknowledgement that “humanity is an interspecies 

collaborative project; we become who we are in the company of other beings; we are not 

alone” (Rose 2011, 11). In her seminal work Wild Dog Dreaming (2011), Rose presents her 

idea of ecological existentialism while posing questions about who humans are as a species 

and how they fit in the world. As Rose proposes, “our imperative is to recover or discover 

connectivity and the radical awareness of being at home that emerges as we embed ourselves 

ever more complexly into the life of the world” (2011, 10). 

This thesis reimagines sustainability philosophy and practices through situated 

deanthropocentric attempts that care for multispecies and elemental reciprocal relationality. 

As Rose writes, “consciousness of connectedness entails choices made with courage and 

directed toward care” (2011, 10). In collectively crafting the shared narrative of the 

permacultural site of Thar dö Ling, this writing brings into conversation a solution-oriented 

permaculture design “for sustainable human settlements” (Holmgren 2002) with the goal-

oriented linear structure of a doctoral thesis, noticing how they are both expanded by more-

than-human agencies that exceed planned structures. The reparative imagination needed 

(however partially and unevenly) to enact and to tell of situated instances of connectivity 

emerges within the more-than-human multitudes involved in such processes of 

(de)composition.  

1.3 Fieldwork Site 

Overall, the choices for this project were made as much for affective as pragmatic reasons. 

In a pragmatic sense, I had sensibly planned the research to be undertaken in Australia and 

Italy, combining the decision to move abroad with the desire to remain connected with my 

native country. The first, I identified as a leader in ecological practices of land management—

associated both with the traditional ecological knowledge of Aboriginal peoples and with 

modern approaches to regenerative agriculture22—and in the environmental humanities (at 

 
22 See Deans (1977), Gammage (2011), Gammage and Pascoe (2021), Holmgren (2002), Pascoe (2014), 

Mollison and Holmgren (1978), Mollison (1988), Massy (2017).  
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least for the anglosphere). Australia was going to be my hosting country. Whereas Italy, 

especially its southern part, I viewed as an example of the “pericapitalist” (Centemeri 2018, 

Tsing 2015) alternatives that ecologically infused worldviews have offered in Southern 

European contexts to overcome the challenges that globalisation brought about; the 

monetary economic contraction and the social crisis that derived from it. Over the last 15 

years, these series of struggles have determined, among many things, the circulation of a 

postgrowth imaginaries (Latouche 2009, Prádanos 2018) emerging from particularly 

degraded places. In the Italian context, as Iovino writes, “landscapes speak of the 

contradictions of this country—and of its creativity. There are landscapes with factories or 

waste dumps in the middle of protected areas, landscapes of social fragmentation, landscapes 

of struggles and crises” (2021, 31).  

While identifying the participants in this research, I thought of the people I had visited and 

digitally engaged with in my southern Italian travels, which had also been crafted with the 

intention of finding possible fieldwork sites. Not just the people, I thought of the places too, 

their nonhuman inhabitants and the elements. For some reason that I cannot explain, I did 

not want to engage directly with my native region, Sardinia. Instead, perhaps because of the 

geographical and climatic similarities—certainly because of the human enthusiasm—I was 

drawn to caring for the Sicilian permacultural site of Thar dö Ling in another insularity. When 

I first met Simona Trecarichi and Danilo Colomela—“the custodians” of Thar dö Ling, as 

they like to define themselves—it was mid-Autumn in 2017. The same season two years later, 

I left the site to go back to Australia, in a southern hemisphere mid-spring. When I met them, 

my partner Michał and I were travelling by boat and train from my native region Sardinia to 

Campania in search of people who, as we used to say, “were seeking ecological sustainability” 

in Italy. We were inspired by our recent travels in South America, where we began thinking 

about sustainability as an ontology based on inextricable environmental and social relations.23 

I was unaware that I would see Simona and Danilo again after that week spent together. 

They, and all the other people who hosted us during those travels, knew we were coming to 

briefly experience their lifeways in exchange for day-to-day help to create a web of contacts 

for a nebulous future doctoral project, which is what you are reading now.  

The central human protagonists of this project’s fieldwork site were environmental engineers 

Danilo Colomela and Simona Trecarichi, my partner Michał Krawczyk (also undertaking his 

PhD research) and I. However, it was clear from the outset that both the doctoral projects 

 
23 See Lepori and Krawczyk (2021).  
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and the permaculture site were attempting to avoid focusing on the human designers. When 

the time came to imagine a fieldwork plan, all the known nonhumans I was going to live with 

had to be considered: the donkeys, the honeybees, the trees, the pond, the turtle, the roosters, 

the neighbours and their howling dogs. From Brisbane (Meanjin), in the opposite weather, 

on the other hemisphere, with academic timeframes in this body-mind, I imagined a time 

and space where these beings could cross paths with me. With the help of Skype, back when 

its utility seemed overlooked, Michał and I connected with Simona and Danilo (as I refer to 

them from here on) not only to start building a relationship but also to figure out the crucial 

narrative moments, composed of biological and material becomings, that would shape the 

time we were going to spend together. Which is the best season for the bees? Will we have 

time for the olive harvest? When are essential oils made? When are the rivers drying up? 

These and other questions that came to mind were prompted by the imagination of a 

temporary connectivity within the permacultural site: a fieldwork of temporary situated 

connections, lived from May to November 2019, which are now extended through this 

shared “storied place” (van Dooren and Rose 2012).  

The permacultural site of Thar dö Ling is situated in the mountainous north-western Sicily, 

in the province of Palermo, municipality of Montelepre, district of Sagana, Contrada Serra 

Canneto (throughout the thesis, I will mostly use the last two names), where its name 

inscribes another topographic layer in this piece of Italian land where many human 

populations have left their marks. Coming from Tibetan language, the name means “the land 

of those who seek great peace” (Thar dö Ling website), evoking what the place seeks to 

embody through the ethics and practice of permaculture. The peace that is simultaneously 

sought in and offered by the land suggests the togetherness of inner (mental) and outer 

(physical) worlds. One would not exist without the other; caring for one is caring for the 

other. However, the full denomination of the site is Centro per lo sviluppo della consapevolezza—

Thar dö Ling [Centre for development of consciousness—Thar dö Ling], evoking the 

educational aspirations Simona and Danilo wanted to pursue in the place.24  

The Centre began to be desired in 2005 when Simona and Danilo moved from the capital 

city of Palermo to build an “ecological house” (TDL website) that could one day serve their 

dreams of environmental education. In fact, both of them had undertaken professional 

 
24 Notably, one of the inspirational figures for the humans of Thar dö Ling, pedagogist Danilo Dolci, in the 

same geographical area opened what in 1985 became the Centro per lo sviluppo creativo [Centre for creative 
development] (although Simona and Danilo were not aware of this when they chose the name).   
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development in environmental heritage interpretation (Netto 2020) and studies to become 

nature guides. The Centre as an educational institution did not happen. Instead, in 2011 they 

encountered permaculture and the year after, Thar dö Ling was officialised as an association 

of social promotion. At the same time, Simona’s Buddhist practice meant that what later 

became a permacultural site developed ongoing collaborations with the Palermo Buddhist 

Centre Muni Gyana, intimately intertwining Buddhist ethos with the systemic ecological 

caring ethics of permaculture. Today, the Centro Thar dö Ling has a double presentation to 

the world: it is officially an association of social promotion and popularly a permacultural 

site. Over the years, since Simona and Danilo managed to support their family from within 

the permaculture system (as they liked to call the site), the association’s characteristic 

activities have become children’s environmental education, natural beekeeping, 

phytomedicinal preparations and permaculture design. Although Buddhism, specifically that 

ascribed to the Mahayana tradition, plays an important spiritual part in the shaping of Thar 

dö Ling, it will not have a prominent role in this thesis as it was the spiritual and philosophical 

framework for only one human protagonist in this shared narrative. Instead, this is a work 

that actively tries not to foreground the human but rather draw attention to the multiple 

elemental and multispecies mutual collaborations that sustain the permacultural site and to 

read this shared agency in its composition. A heavy focus on Buddhism would misplace 

attention from the grounded details of Thar dö Ling as a more-than-human text inscribed 

with elemental and multispecies languages.  

1.3.1 Writing 

In 2019, having departed from Meanjin (Brisbane), the plane arrived in Rome. One day it 

was subtropical mid-Autumn, as I forever closed the deck door where the eucalyptus kissed 

me every morning of the about-to-finish year. The next was continental mid-Spring, as I 

walked the streets of central Rome, thinking it had been the longest time I had ever spent 

away from Italy. So, I breathed Italy again. I remember that it was sunny but quite chilly. It 

was the beginning of May. As the train ran towards the south, I visualised that travel two 

years earlier and that brief stay, 

Sitting on the floor of the little terrace I admire the landscape of the Sagana Valley. It’s 

a beautiful day of sunshine, heart and love. This morning, as the other ones, we cleaned 

under the grand olive trees that characterise this peculiar hilly landscape. Before lunch 

we met with mules [mistake: donkeys] Dondolo and Giorgiana and we fed them with 
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carob … on the table there were lentils, pasta, bread and salad. Our bellies were luckily 

full.  

I change place, sitting on a sawed pine I contemplate the resin with eyes and nose, whilst 

little helicopters are buzzing around me. Good weather for a late October. The roosters 

are singing, the wind is swishing pleasingly, and we are here meeting the custodians of 

Thar dö Ling or the land of those who long for peace. (Lepori 2018, 71–72)  

This thesis is a reading, recollection, gathering, and writing, of the permacultural site of Thar 

dö Ling, based on six months of fieldwork experience. The site’s reading and writing happen 

across four autoethnographic parts, guided by the above-mentioned topic-places of water, 

plants, food and waste emerging within the landscape of Serra Canneto. The choice of 

guidance came from the necessity to imagine and understand the place according to 

overarching themes that would help me map the fieldwork site through material-semiotic 

connections. Water, plants, food and waste are the major themes that orientate the writing 

in this thesis and the major vectors of orientation on-site. In fact, without wishing to 

universalise, I suggest that any human life is supported by becoming with the materialities 

inherent in these topics. Such becomings are more-than-human acts of communication 

embedded and traceable in myriad forms of mutual relationality (e.g., composting, 

reforestation, water recycling), holding narratives that can reframe how the human is 

positioned with respect to permaculture design. As Freya Mathews suggests, since a 

communicative act is usually reciprocal, it prompts “our inviting reality to use us as 

opportunity for new stories, new meanings, meanings that story landscapes, earthscapes, at 

the same time as they story ourselves” (2009, 4). Ultimately, this thesis tries to be this 

possibility of storying and worlding that is ethically engaging with the shared narrative 

experienced within Thar dö Ling. As such, this attempt required developing a way of writing 

that could express the more-than-human contributors; it required a collage methodology to 

weave the theoretical insights from material ecocriticism, posthumanism and the 

environmental humanities and the threads of more-than-human encounters within the 

permacultural site of Thar dö Ling.  

The inspiration for collaging comes from three family women: Zia Nicolina, Zia Antonia, 

and my mother, Pina. Some of the greatest learnings from them are the art of reusing and 

caring for the details. Zia Nicolina was an eccentric seamstress, repurposing all sorts of 

textiles and clothes in different shapes for other clothes or household materials. Zia Antonia 

was a traditional seamstress and an impressive recycler long before the word “recycling” 

started playing the sustainability role within Western cultures and beyond. Most of her little 
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backyard was dedicated to white chrysanthemums—the flowers for the dead. My mother has 

been the affective bearer of these traditions since I can recall. Now that she is retired, she 

spends much of her time caring for plants and making textile collages out of carefully 

collected scraps, bringing forward the art of sewing that could have been lost but is now 

passed on to my sister, Martina.  

As for me, I do not sew. Material-semiotic fragments are the scraps I (de)compose through 

this writing. This thesis weaves them together for an ethical work of storying and worlding 

with more-than-human agencies. In her book Minimal Ethics for the Anthropocene, Joanna 

Zylinska writes that philosophical fragmentation is a mode that “gives up on any desire to 

forge systems, ontologies or worlds and makes itself content with minor, even if abundant, 

interventions into material and conceptual unfoldings” (2014, 14). Similarly, this project 

brings together situated fragments of knowledge, in dialogue with diverse scholarly insights, 

to recollect the multiplicity within a “storied place” of reparative imagination. As mentioned 

at the beginning of this introduction, this thesis is written as a collage of multiple temporal 

and spatial dimensions, agencies and partial encounters. For this purpose, the writing of the 

autoethnographic parts appears like a fragmented composition that does not strictly follow 

a chronological order. This is to provoke the feeling that both the thesis and the 

permacultural sites are woven across multiple dimensions, co-created by multiple agencies. 

That is why the first person possessive adjectives and pronouns were reduced where possible. 

That is also why, even if preceded by brief introductions, each autoethnographic part ends 

without conclusive thoughts, awaiting instead to weave the gathered more-than-human 

threads into the next chapter. Moreover, in weaving various temporal and spatial dimensions 

with the guiding themes, personal memories overlap with different moments and spaces in 

the shared narrative of Thar dö Ling. The latter are recollected mostly in three temporal 

planes: the past of family memories; the past of both the fieldwork experience and the site; 

and the present, through the elaboration of fieldnotes and insertion of interview pieces in 

the body text, situating the fieldwork time at the moment of this writing.  

Like my old women’s sewing, this collage methodology embodies regenerative aspirations. 

Based on what I know, I write to express a different appreciation of being in the world. 

Regeneration, in this reading and writing, means enabling the continuous unfolding ability of 

life; that is, the possibility to create new compositions from the joining of extant decomposed 

sources. It means acknowledging that the composition of this thesis is the result of gifts 

inherited by multiple generations of beings, as well as nonbeings and elements.  
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1.4 Thesis Structure 

In this chapter, I introduced both the intimate and broader contexts of the research. In 

expressing the indebtedness to the familial land in Sardinia and the one hosting me in Meanjin 

(Brisbane, Australia), I grounded this thesis in various places and thoughts where I have been 

moving and coemerging over the past decade. From here, the following chapter will explore 

the methodological foundations for the collage methodology, expanding on the theoretical 

approaches to the work and the methods employed during fieldwork. The third, fourth, fifth 

and sixth empirical chapters form the body of this thesis, followed by a final conclusive 

chapter. The empirical part offers a reading of the permacultural site of Thar dö Ling guided 

by the topic-places and specific materialities of waste, food, plants and water within Serra 

Canneto. The intention is to attempt an interconnected structure that, even if following the 

linearity of a doctoral thesis, will express the collage of time and space that sustains life and 

nonlife within and beyond Thar dö Ling.  
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Chapter 2: Knowledge (De)composing 

I do not know where my grandmother’s sewing machine is. If it is where I left it three years 

ago or somewhere else, moving around with my mother. I can open the cabinet in my 

memories and see those overflowing bags. I smell the pieces of fabrics stuffed inside like 

dresses rarely worn. Those bags grew and grew, but I do not remember my mother using 

them until one year she got sick and was hospitalised for some time. Once back home 

recovering, she discovered all those bits and pieces and started playing with them to keep 

herself occupied. That is when my mother rekindled her relationship with the sewing 

machine, with a twist. If my great aunt’s sewing—whether more creative or more functional 

—had the purpose of things to serve a purpose, for my mother, above all, it became an act 

of expression. She did make some tea towels, but they were never meant to be used. She 

sewed a map of Sardinia stitched on a piece of plywood she painted sea blue and a seascape 

that evoked one of her native beaches. Hearts, she sewed many cloth hearts. An exhibition 

was organised around 12 years ago, one year before she bought Tara the land, where she 

exposed some of her works, including refurbished chairs she mostly salvaged from the 

streets, dumped near collection bins waiting for someone to pick them up for their final 

journey … or not. My mother was not interested in building a reputation as an artist. She 

was interested in creating a convivial happening and sharing some of her story, perhaps in a 

moment when she had the time to reconsider her life. The exhibition was called Storie di stracci 

[Stories of shreds] (2010). I remember the speaking chairs particularly attracted my attention. 

My mother had told the story of each chair she refurbished and rebirthed to a friend who 

had written it from what would have been the chair’s point of view. So, the visitor walked 

the garden where all the objects were exposed, and every now and then, they would 

encounter a chair and stop to gather its story.  

For me, my mother’s compositions of pieces of shreds and her “Stories of shreds” were the 

beginning of an awareness of the narrative agency of matter. Around the same time, I started 

being drawn to the practices of collaging and gardening. Both practices helped me make 

sense of different kinds of movements: the movements of this body-mind as I travelled and 

collected material tokens of her passage through places; the movements of energies needed 

to support this existence; and the back-and-forth movement of leaving home–returning 

home, where different gardens nourished me. As recounted in the previous chapter, that was 

also the birth time of a personal land ethic that intercepted broader questions of 
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socioenvironmental justice and activism. As they developed contemporarily, gardening and 

collaging mingled with my mother’s sewing and object-oriented creative work. Consequently, 

this thesis is imbued with the regenerative, recuperative, caring abilities these practices have 

taught me.    

Indeed, in many senses, it is the lively material in my mother’s sewing and art that has drawn 

me to the material turn in scholarship. Throughout this thesis, theories and methodological 

approaches from material ecocriticism, posthumanism and the environmental humanities are 

interwoven with the methods and processes suggested by the Sicilian fieldwork site within 

Serra Canneto. In this chapter, I outline the methodological and theoretical frameworks that 

have helped me make sense of the relational becomings that sustain the creative continuities 

of life within the Centre Thar dö Ling. Countering critiques raised against posthumanism 

and material ecocriticism, I articulate the relevance of combining these theoretical and 

methodological frames to poetically expand the possibilities of living, writing and relating in 

elemental and multispecies worlds.  

2.1 Material Ecocriticism 

In the same decade that my mother exhibited “Stories of Shreds” and I began developing 

my ecologically infused collaging of thoughts and practices, Iovino and Oppermann (2012) 

started developing the theory for what they came to define as “material ecocriticism”. This 

material direction in the field of ecocriticism involves, 

The study of the way material forms—bodies, things, elements, toxic substances, 

chemicals, organic and inorganic matter, landscapes, and biological entities—intra-act 

with each other and with the human dimension, producing configurations of meaning 

and discourses that we can interpret as stories (Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 7).  

In adopting a paradigm where language and reality, matter and meaning, are thought 

together, material ecocriticism investigates the dialogue between matter and discourse, 

proposing that “material agency and discursive practices mingle in shaping the human and 

nonhuman world” (Iovino 2016, 25). Drawing on insights from new materialism (Bennett 

2010, Coole and Frost 2010, Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012), biosemiotics (Maran 2010, 

Wheeler 2011), ecophenomenology (Abram 1996, 2010) and ecocritical narrative scholarship 

(Slovic 2008), material ecocriticism proposes that the narratives of material phenomena arise 

“in coevolutionary landscapes of natures and signs” (Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 1). The 

dominant view from a Western(ised) perspective continues to conceive humans and “the rest 
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of the world” through the anthropocentric and hierarchical relation of subject-object. 

However, as Iovino and Oppermann point out, “sorting the environment into 

anthropocentric hierarchies of life ignores the hybridity, slipperiness and vitality of the non-

human” (2014, ix). Thus, adopting a paradigm where language and reality, matter and 

meaning are thought together, material ecocriticism seeks to critically reflect “on the 

constitutive engagement of human discursive systems with the material world” (Iovino and 

Oppermann 2014, 9).  

Over the last couple of decades, a material or ontological turn in the humanities has been 

challenging hierarchical ontologies to recognise that other beings and entities have and enact 

agency, thereby blurring the boundaries between subjects and objects (e.g., Bennett 2010, 

DeLanda 2002, Haraway 2008, Vannini 2015). Within the Western sciences and humanities, 

different disciplines have been contributing to the acknowledgement that the human is 

inseparable from the nonhuman and more-than-human, existing in a play of constant 

exchange and emergence. Even though defying terms like “more-than-human”, 

“nonhuman”, “posthuman” and others are still using the human as a measure, they are 

mobilised to advocate a decentring of human subjectivity to establish deanthropocentric 

methodologies.  

In the case of material ecocriticism, weaving through Karen Barad’s posthuman theory of 

agential realism (2007) and new materialism at large (Coole and Frost 2010, Hicks and 

Beaudry 2010, Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012), Iovino and Oppermann (2014) articulate a 

“distributive vision of agency”, where the latter is understood as neither an inherent property 

of the human nor the property of one discrete being. Instead, agency is conceived as a 

dynamism of forces within which phenomena are constantly exchanging and diffracting, 

inseparably (Barad 2007). Metaphors of diffraction began to circulate in 1992 thanks to 

Haraway’s The Promises of Monsters, a feminist allegory for considering differences beyond 

binary oppositions. For Haraway, diffraction is “a narrative, graphic, psychological, spiritual, 

and political technology for making consequential meanings” (2000, 102). So conceived, 

difference becomes relational rather than oppositional. In physics, diffraction involves waves 

that “combine when they overlap and the apparent bending and spreading out of waves when 

they encounter an obstruction” (Barad 2007, 28). In combining, waves can be amplified by 

being superimposed onto one another. Following Haraway’s metaphor and the theories of 

quantum physicist Niels Bohr, Barad (2014) used the physical process of diffraction to define 

a diffractive methodology that engages affirmatively with difference, concentrating on the 
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relational emergences arising from the encounters of different things, beings, phenomena. 

Her methodological approach entails diffractively “reading insights through one another in 

attending to and responding to the details and specificities of relations of difference and how 

they matter” (Barad 2007, 71). Difference is thus the affirmative, iterative relationality that 

produces the world in a dynamic process of ongoing intra-activity, where the concept of 

intra-action “signifies the mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (Barad 2007, 33). 

Theorised to significantly reframe traditional notions of causality “concerned with the causal 

relationship between distinct sequential events”, Barad’s agential realism suggests that “intra-

actions effect what’s real and what’s possible, as some things come to matter and others are 

excluded, as possibilities are opened up and others are foreclosed” (2007, 393). According to 

Barad, this requires a redefinition of ideas of “accountability” and “responsibility”, focusing 

on “being attentive to … the reconfigurings of which we are a part” (2007, 93). Indeed, 

Barad’s “worlding” ethics claim that “agency is about response-ability, about the possibilities 

of mutual response” (Barad in Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012, 55).  

It is important to remember that various Indigenous peoples worldwide have been 

understanding and enacting life from similar ethical and philosophical stances that directly 

or indirectly inform Western immanent, new materialist and posthumanist theoretical 

approaches while continuing to be overshadowed and/or overlooked (TallBear 2017). For 

example, in her book Gathering Moss (2003), within Citizen Potawatomi Nation, Robin Wall 

Kimmerer recounts the Elders’ talks on the “web of reciprocity.” As she writes: 

It is understood that each living being has a particular role to play. Every being is 

endowed with certain gifts, its own intelligence, its own spirit, its own story … These 

gifts are also responsibilities, a way of caring for each other. (2003, 100)  

A further exploration of affirmative relationality can be found in Rosi Braidotti’s posthuman 

critical theory, another major source of influence for material ecocriticism. Her affirmative 

stance “produces an ethics of joy or affirmation”, conceived to reject “self-centred 

individualism and anthropocentrism on the one hand and the barriers of negativity on the 

other” (Braidotti 2018b, 221). Informed by Deleuzian philosophy, Braidotti invites an 

“intimate” scholarship to investigate what she calls “transversal subjectivities”. A transversal 

subjectivity “can then be redefined as an expanded self, whose relational capacity is not 

confined within the human species but includes nonanthropomorphic elements” (Braidotti 

2017, 87). Braidotti’s posthuman subjectivity in turn recalls one more pillar of material 

ecocritical thinking: transcorporeal thought (Alaimo 2010, Alaimo and Hekman 2008). 
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Alaimo asserts that “trans-corporeality means that all creatures, as embodied beings, are 

intermeshed with the dynamic, material world, which crosses through them, transforms 

them, and is transformed by them” (Alaimo 2018, 435). In line with the material turn, 

transcorporeality intends to disrupt human exceptionalism by contesting “the master subject 

of Western humanist individualism, who imagines himself as transcendent, disembodied, and 

removed from the world he surveys” (Alaimo 2018, 436).25 Thus, building on new materialist 

and posthuman philosophical directions that advocate the vitality of matter, material 

ecocriticism can be considered “not a study of so much as movement with” (Iovino and 

Oppermann 2014, x). In this sense, the “diffractive reading” elaborated by Barad is turned 

into an “interpretive methodology … to conceive textual interpretation as a ‘practice of 

entanglement’” (Iovino and Oppermann 2014, 9). Following these conceptual approaches, 

my use of a material ecocritical “interpretive methodology” in combination with 

autoethnography—woven into the collage methodology—aims to diffractively read 

multispecies and elemental signs to understand the more-than-human inscription within the 

landscape of the Thar dö Ling permacultural site.  

In experiencing and elaborating such movements with the permacultural site of Thar dö 

Ling, I acknowledge that the human self within this composition is not the centre of the 

world’s “selfhood” (Mathews 2006). This written outcome belongs to Giulia as the official 

author of the thesis; what you read is certainly my product as per all those traits I expressed 

in the previous chapter. However, as already explained, the labelling of this “me” is not aimed 

at justifying the autobiographical approach to this research but rather to redefine its meaning 

in light of the material turn. That is, I am responsible for the way this thesis is written while 

recognising that its reading and writing is indebted to and emerges with everyone and 

everything that makes this life possible. Thus, this thesis brings together material ecocritical 

analysis and autoethnography to explore and express narrative agencies and design abilities 

in textual realms normally focused on the human (at least in the Western/ised world).  

2.1.1 Shared autoethnography 

Emphasising the need to imagine different scales from different perspectives, this is a 

material ecocritical autoethnography expressed as a process of writing with the Thar dö Ling 

fieldwork site and the other places with which this body-mind coemerged. The collage 

methodology draws my personal memories and familial inheritances into relation with 

 
25 On the “master” subject in relation to feminism within the environmental humanities, see also Plumwood 
(2002).  
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immersive fieldwork to write an interconnected collage of time and space composed with 

multiple more-than-human narrative agencies.  

According to Tony E. Adams, Stacy Holman Jones and Carolyn Ellis, “autoethnographic 

stories are artistic and analytic demonstrations of how we come to know, name, and interpret 

personal and cultural experience” (2015, 1). However, an autoethnographer should go 

beyond writing about the self and instead be critical about the lived experience, using what 

Ellis describes as “a back-and-forth movement between experiencing and examining a 

vulnerable self and observing and revealing the broader context of that experience” (as cited 

in Grenier 2015, 341). Moreover, following Laurel Richardson (2000), an autoethnography 

should also have aesthetic merit, impact on the reader and make a substantive contribution, 

with a high level of integrity and ethical practice; that is, an “ethic of accountability” (Medford 

2006). Thus, an autoethnographer seeks “to produce aesthetic and evocative thick 

descriptions of personal and interpersonal experience … first discerning patterns of cultural 

experience evidenced by field notes, interviews, and/or artifacts, and then describing these 

patterns using facets of storytelling” (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 2011, 277). Citing Maree 

Boyle and Ken Parry, Grenier notes that writing approaches are ever expanding, “including 

personal essays, poetry, short stories, journals, stream of consciousness, detailed 

unstructured interview narratives, visual presentations, and fragmented writing forms like 

polyvocal texts” (2015, 340). Indeed, one of the most compelling contributions of 

autoethnography is the way it addresses “the crisis of representation” (Adams, Holman 

Jones, and Ellis 2015). As Adams, Holman Jones and Ellis observe, this “motivated 

researchers to recognize the limits of the knowledge claims they make about the contexts, 

subjects, and findings of their research” (2015, 22). Researchers also felt the benefits of 

acknowledging “how their own identities, lives, beliefs, feelings, and relationships influenced 

their approach to research and their reporting of ‘findings’” (Adams, Holman Jones, and 

Ellis 2015, 22).  

Overall, the past decades of questioning, investigations and advances in qualitative research 

have highlighted the difficulty of seeking “true” universality and the inability to make 

definitive knowledge claims about cultural and social relations; that is, the fundamental 

impossibility of speaking for others, even more so when they are nonhuman others (e.g., 

Archibald, Lee-Morgan, and De Santolo 2019, Dowling, Lloyd, and Suchet-Pearson 2017, 

Kirby 2011, Muecke 2006, Murris and Bozalek 2019, Schadler 2017). Moreover, if much of 

the founding literature on autoethnographic methodologies obviously considers this practice 
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from the perspective of humans, theoretical autoethnographic stances become a little more 

nebulous when acknowledging that the human is not only human.26 As complicated as the 

decentring of human subjectivity might be for a Western/ised scholar, it is an exercise of 

responsibility and accountability (Barad 2003, 2007) concerning the world from which all life 

and nonlife coemerge. Inspired and influenced by the work of Australian environmental 

humanists who employed autoethnographic research methods (Kirksey 2014, van Dooren 

2014, 2019, van Dooren and Rose 2012, 2016, Wright 2017), I opted for autoethnography—

as both method and product —to experiment with writing opportunities that could 

acknowledge the intimate entanglements with and within this research. Australian 

scholarship in the environmental humanities approaches the illuminated possibilities of 

writing places from the standpoint of proximity and personal memories (Wright 2017), and 

cultivating elemental and multispecies attentiveness for dynamic storying projects that can 

be “powerful contributors to the becoming of our shared world” (van Dooren and Rose 

2016, 89). As Barad observes, “knowing does not come from standing at a distance and 

representing but rather from a direct material engagement with the world” (2007, 49). That is why, 

as van Dooren writes, “stories are a part of the world, and so they participate in its 

becoming”, creating “new connections, and with them new accountabilities and obligations” 

(2014, 10).  

Thus, this autoethnography writes the more-than-human relationships experienced within 

the permacultural site of Thar dö Ling while offering a material ecocritical interpretation that 

draws attention to situated details—the things, beings and phenomena—that (de)compose 

the permaculture design of the site within Serra Canneto. Drawing a connection between the 

more-than-human composition of the site and this thesis, the “auto” of this writing 

acknowledges that the elements, the nonhuman animals, the food I ate, the plants I breathed, 

the water I drank, and the other humans, were all co-authoring. That is also why—together 

with the material ecocritical concept of the “storied matter” (Iovino and Oppermann 2014) 

and the multispecies idea of “storied place” (van Dooren and Rose 2012)—I call both this 

thesis and the permacultural site of Thar dö Ling a shared narrative of regeneration. As 

explained in Chapter 1, the term “shared” is employed to evoke and acknowledge the other 

narrative agencies at play in the composition of this text and in the permacultural site. 

Further, the recognition of shared authorship underscores the “partiality” of my knowing 

 
26 Recent (post)qualitative research presents reflections on posthumanist and new materialist approaches to 

autoethnography; for example, see Adams, Holman Jones, and Ellis (2021) and Murris (2022).  
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(Code 2006), inseparable from those characteristics already mentioned but also the ecologies 

of thought and place I came across (which inevitably included and excluded certain 

knowledges). As Lorraine Code explains, a “community of knowledge” “is intended to 

unsettle assumptions about isolated, abstract, formal knowledge claims advanced and 

evaluated in isolation from their circumstances of their making and the concrete conditions 

of their possibility and from their consequent situational effects” (2006, ix). Such partiality 

determined this thesis’ writing as a collage of pieces of different temporal and spatial 

dimensions, agencies and encounters. As one way to write based on what I have learned and 

am coming to know, this text gathers the fieldwork site’s landscape—that is, its more-than-

human process of continuous formation—through pieces of interviews, elaborated 

fieldnotes and photographs, interwoven with multitemporal personal and localised 

memories, and somatic experiences. In light of the theoretical frameworks that inform it, this 

collage methodology approaches the fragments of knowledge (also known as “data”) as co-

constituted recollections (Lenz Taguchi 2012, Vu 2018). The latter will be further expanded 

later in this chapter, but first a review of common criticisms of the relevant theoretical 

frameworks is due.  

2.2 Raised Eyebrows 

In reviewing the literature dedicated to material ecocriticism, I identified three 

interconnected criticisms directed towards its theoretical framework: 1) the danger of 

dismantling the world’s multiple materialities in favour of a holistic unification of matter, 

2) the reduction of the world’s intra-actions to mere representations, and 3) the threat of 

anthropomorphism. What these problematics have in common might be traced back to the 

limitations of material ecocriticism’s terminology to hold together concepts that are 

traditionally thought as separate (at least in the West): matter and meaning, discourse and 

practice, language and land. At their core is the subtle, tenacious assumption that (some) 

humans know and decide what is inert and what is not. Mostly, I note that matter is often 

ambiguously implying something other than human. For example, when illuminating the 

connections between material ecocriticism and biosemiotics, Timo Maran notes that one 

challenge “has been to rethink the dualistic distinction between semiotically active humans 

and a semiotically inactive nature, … a prerequisite for treating nonhuman biological 

organisms as having semiotic and communicative capacities” (2014, 142). According to 

Maran, the commonality between the disciplines lies in the “potential of matter to trigger 

sign processes” (2014, 153). However, having specified that matter itself does not possess 
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semiotic capacities or competences, thereby drawing a line between inert, inanimate matter 

and living organisms or humans, Maran holds that “there is a typological difference between 

the semiotic capacities of matter, plants, animals, and humans” (2014, 153), underscoring the 

ambiguity around interpreting the word “matter”. Countering such criticisms and 

ambiguities, this section emphasises the importance of poetically developing the imagination 

of different ways of living, writing and relating in and with more-than-human worlds.  

2.2.1 Unification of matter 

The first issue is well presented in a monograph on literature and ecology by Niccolò Scaffai 

(2019). Treating ecocriticism at large as a holistic or confusing approach, in the sense of 

“fusion and equivalence of the human with the natural” (2019, 65; my transl.), he advocates 

a “distinctive model” that ought to preserve a limit between the subject’s alterity and their 

surroundings, where “the subject” is most certainly human and the surroundings not, or not 

quite. Scaffai questions narrative agency, as in the ability of what he calls “objects” to engage 

in a narrative action. In his words, “it remains ambiguous the difference between the active 

faculty of narrating (therefore of expressing values, bestowing order upon things and events) 

and the potential possessed by material objects, which remains passive until a narrator 

transforms it into act” (2019, 61; my transl.). Hannes Bergthaller has similar concerns, 

contesting “a redescription of the world that dissolves the singular figure of the human 

subject, distinguished by unique properties (soul, reason, mind, free will, or intentionality), 

into the dense web of material relations in which all beings are enmeshed” (2014, 37). 

Certainly, in a distributive view of agency where creativity inheres in all phenomena, 

“narrative becomes intrinsic to matter, ranging from electrons to cells, all of which are 

regarded as bearers of meaning within a shared universe of discourse and matter” 

(Oppermann 2014, 30). Thus, Bergthaller also worries that “as boundaries between different 

types of agency are blurred, so are the boundaries between things” (2014, 39). Indeed, as he 

points out, it remains unsolved how human value and agency are weighed on the onto-ethico 

scales.  

Both Scaffai’s and Bergthaller’s raised eyebrows can tentatively be addressed by returning to 

Braidotti’s posthuman conception of subjectivity. Her philosophy counteracts what she 

defines as reinforced humanism or human exceptionalism by asking, “what kind of subjects 

are we becoming? What is happening to us? What kind of subject are we being constructed 

as, being in the process of constructing ourselves, in a field of deterritorializing forces?” 

(Braidotti 2018a, 181). In calling these forces in, she draws on Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
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Guattari’s (1987) concept of “deterritorialization”, which subtends her idea of a posthuman 

nomadic practice that rejects any notion of a fixed self or subject. As such, her nomadism 

entails the pedagogical tactic of de-familiarisation as a method of dis-identification from the 

familiar (Braidotti 2018c, 341). For Braidotti, the task is “not to become intimate with an 

inward-looking definition of an egotistic self, but rather become intimate with the world, 

looking outwards, pouring out interrelations with the world—a world that is non-human, 

technological, non-Western, an infinity of diverse entities” (2018a, 183). Thus, decentring 

human subjectivity does not mean abandoning it but rather continuously redefining it 

without arriving at a final conclusion.  

Coexisting in a more-than-human world is an ongoing communicative negotiation that 

requires attuning to multispecies and elemental scales of space and time, where the weights 

of “human value and agency” evolve according to the continuous redefinition of what it 

means to be human. Recalling the questions of social and environmental justice that inhere 

in the Anthropocene (see Section 1.2.2), it is important to consider the kinds of discourses 

that determine what is matter and what is not, what is inert and what not, and why (some) 

humans are thought to be different against rather than together with others. Drawing on 

Yusoff to address some of the anthropocenic issues, Stephanie Springgay and Sarah Truman 

suggest not focusing on “an understanding of geology and Land from a human linear time-

scale that can be reduced to heteronormative reproductivity” but on theories of the “geologic 

that disrupt taxonomies of what is lively and what is inert” (2018, 26–27). To begin grounding 

this discussion in the fieldwork site, I propose to reflect on the permaculture landscape of 

Thar dö Ling as an inscription composed through more-than-human acts of communication. 

Human agency and value are seemingly at the centre of the design effort (as shall be explored 

in the following chapters): it is Simona and Danilo weaving the relations they consider useful 

for the site’s wellbeing. However, if their weaving is viewed from a deanthropocentric 

perspective, one that acknowledges the other agencies at play in the mountainous, rainy yet 

arid Serra Canneto land, it can be realised that the permacultural site is a more-than-human 

system of spaces and times that allow certain activities instead of others. With a systemic 

ecological outlook, the designers act in response to interactions with the land, its inhabitants 

and conditions. The collage methodology I employ attempts to present these different 

agencies through a multilayered, multitemporal exploration of various design activities and 

patterns of movement in the site, noting how human agency and value never emerge 

independently from their context. Understanding that the Thar dö Ling landscaping is not 
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reducible to permaculture design is necessary to recognise that the narrative agencies of the 

site (and this thesis) are much more-than-human.  

2.2.2 Representation 

Acknowledging a distributive vision of agency or the narrative agency of other beings brings 

about a second critical issue regarding representation. If all matter is “storied” and holds 

narratives, the preoccupation arises that all matter can be intended as a mere representation 

of itself. First, as Astrida Neimanis (2015) writes, it is necessary to notice that the world 

already represents itself. “By acknowledging that non-human natures are lively and agential” 

(2015, 5), Neimanis intends to navigate the problematic issue of representation: the problem 

of speaking and advocating for human and nonhuman others. In bringing into conversation 

the work of feminist posthuman and new materialist thought, Neimanis tries to reply to 

Catriona Sandilands’s question, “How can the recognition of the limits of representation 

coexist with the desire to include—to represent—other voices more fully?” (1999, 181). 

After arguing that “an ethics of representation of non-human natures must pay attention to 

and learn from anticolonial positions on representation”, Neimanis invites the articulation 

of “a kind of representation that relies neither on an ontological gap between representation 

and the real, nor on the nature/culture split that is its fellow traveller” (2015, 12). In her view, 

“this ethico-politics demands that we make imperfect choices, and account for them” 

(Neimanis 2015, 21). In other words, writing is not about representation, it is about one’s 

response while encountering others “in the richness of their own stories” (van Dooren and Bird 

2016, 90). This form of ethical responding “demands an attentiveness to the ways in which 

others make and live their worlds” (van Dooren and Rose 2016, 90-91). As van Dooren 

elaborates, “grappling with multiplicity is not an endeavor to tell others’ stories but rather 

simply to tell my own stories in responsible ways” (2019, 11). In this research, enacting and 

crafting this collage of “multiplicity” meant recognising that “places are co-constituted in 

processes of overlapping and entangled ‘storying’ in which different participants may have 

very different ideas about where we have come from and where we are going” (van Dooren 

and Rose 2012, 2). That is why the imagination of fieldwork in the fieldwork site entailed a 

large availability of time and space (even if dictated by the timelines for this project). This 

was needed to be able to encounter the other beings, nonbeings and elements in the site, not 

knowing exactly how long that would take; knowing that to be able to write responsibly I 

needed to get to know the donkeys, Dondolo and Giorgiana, the hazelnut trees in the food 

forest, the pond, the honeybees as deeply, even if differently and unevenly, as the humans; a 
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field work to be dedicated to humans, Simona and Danilo as the designers, and nonhumans 

and elements also as designers, in ways that are as respectful and inclusive as possible.  

Cary Wolfe and Maria Whiteman write, 

Any environment is fundamentally a virtual space—virtual in the sense not of less real 

but of more real, more multidimensional, in a way that is not domesticated or exhausted 

simply by human ways of knowing, seeing, and experiencing a landscape. (2016, 144)  

The ways I related with the Thar dö Ling permacultural site involved more-than-human acts 

of communication that had to be constantly negotiated according to different perspectives 

and beyond permaculture design. Encountering the donkeys, composting, cultivating social 

relations, harvesting medicinal plants for distillation, or the bees’ honeycomb, engaging with 

the winds and the water evaporating from the pond all required entering a material-semiotic 

relationship with the site as an ongoing, ever-changing interpretation and response to its 

different narrative signs. Now, after two years, I provide an account of the temporarily bound 

experience with/in the site. It is fixed in these pages, but not definitive. The landscape of 

Serra Canneto has certainly changed, with all its (de)composers, and so have I. Rather than 

overcoming the differences that regard “matter in the text” and “matter as text” (Iovino and 

Oppermann 2014), it appears more fruitful to attempt to engage with the possibilities offered 

by their overlapping. This is not to surrender to the fusion of differences but rather to make 

room for more-than-human (re)definitions and deanthropocentric perspectives. To be clear, 

a song differs from a pond, but their difference does not have to be thought dichotomously. 

A song and a pond are different material-semiotic articulations emerging from the world’s 

rich and diverse abilities for expression. As Freya Mathews suggests, a conscious engagement 

with the world “is possible only to the extent that the world is understood as in some sense 

a communicative presence, a presence with a psycho-active dimension of its own and a 

capacity and inclination to create and share meaning with us” (2009, 2).  

2.2.3 Anthropomorphism 

Eventually, I arrive at the third problematic: the risk of anthropomorphism. This frequent 

argument of critique against material ecocriticism, and the environmental humanities at large, 

subtly continues “denying non-human natures an active voice” (Plumwood 2009). During 

the first year of this doctorate, Plumwood was another source of inspiration in suggesting 

how certain forms of writing can provide a space for an “animating sensibility and 

vocabulary” (2009, 126) that recognises more-than-human creative agencies, communicative 
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abilities, and ethical needs. Similarly, van Dooren and Rose invite scholars “to develop a 

language that is capable of prompting recognition of similarity and responsibility, between 

embodied, social creatures” (2012, 5). With respect to the anthropomorphic device, Jane 

Bennett’s Vibrant Matter (2010) also offers the strategy of anthropomorphism as a narrative 

attitude that can do justice to the nonhuman and more-than-human agencies (as does Iovino, 

2016). She writes, “we need to cultivate a bit of anthropomorphism—the idea that human 

agency has some echoes in nonhuman nature—to counter the narcissism of humans in 

charge of the world” (Bennett 2010, xvi). Since Iovino describes material ecocriticism as an 

“epistemological-critical project meant both to redesign the category of text and reframe the 

interpreter’s role in the becoming of the examined reality” (2016, 4), Bennett’s cultivation of 

“a bit of” anthropomorphism and the idea of extending human agency to others still involve 

anthropocentric reframings. Moreover, as already mentioned regarding new material and 

posthuman thought, presenting anthropomorphism as a novel (Western/ised) solution to 

approach nonhuman beings and nonbeings is bound to obfuscate the realities of those 

humans with ongoing animistic worldviews. A possible way to deanthropocentrise this 

reasoning is offered by the “practice of utopia” elaborated by Matteo Meschiari (2019). In 

his view, “utopia is not a simple alternative imagined in relation to a status quo … [but] a 

margin, it is the attitude to push thinking towards an uncontrollable threshold” (Meschiari 

2019, 65; my transl.), beyond which something unimagined might spring into action. For 

Meschiari, “it is not enough to imagine places, plants, animals as non-human-people, as 

fragments of a renowned cosmology, it is necessary to imagine to be them”—different from the 

anthropomorphic tendency of imagining them as humans—“it is necessary to become 

characters in the narration … and to demolish the barriers between narration and life” (2019, 

68; my transl.). Although Meschiari specifically refers to the realm of fiction, this thesis 

embraces his suggestion by articulating reading and writing within a more-than-human 

collective of agencies.  

While I am limited by the anthropocentric dimensions of this work, particularly in its use for 

a doctoral thesis, I have nonetheless attempted a reading and writing based on what I know 

to express a different appreciation of being in the world that emerged from immersion in a 

specific, situated more-than-human system. As van Dooren affirms, storytelling is “a 

dynamic act of ‘storying’ the world, utterly inseparable from lived experience” (2014, 10). 

This writing, as a fragmentary collage of temporal and spatial points of view, coemerged 

within and expands the more-than-human inscription of the permacultural site of Thar dö 

Ling.  
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2.3 Gathering Landscape 

Not until I looked more carefully around me did I notice the weeds—the vetch, wild thyme, white 

clover, yarrow and chamomile, cow wheat, yellow oat grass, and many other grasses with names 

unknown to me—that had grown around the stones to form actual herbariums and miniature landscapes. 

(Sebald 2005, 19) 

 
Within Italian ecocriticism, Iovino has written extensively about landscapes, laying down the 

basis for a material interpretation of what she calls “Italy’s ‘bodily narratives’” (2016, 3). As 

she explains, “landscapes are texts, and so are bodies. They are texts, because through them 

we read embodied narratives of social and power relations, biological balances and 

imbalances, and the concrete shaping of spaces, territories, human, and nonhuman life” 

(Iovino 2016, 3). Like anywhere else in the world, Italy is viewed as talking through its 

territories, through landscapes that are “ecologically hybrid and environmentally ambivalent, 

halfway between unspeakable beauty and complete abandon” (Iovino 2016, 3), which 

becomes evident in this project’s fieldwork site and its context (see Chapter 3 on the 

discrepancy between the caring ethics applied within Thar dö Ling and the rubbish crisis that 

surrounds the place). For this ambivalence, Iovino writes that Italy’s territories “are also 

powerfully interlaced with landscapes of imagination” (2016, 4). Landscapes are ongoing 

processes of formation, “where diverse agentic forces emerge together … in ways which are 

at once natural and cultural” (Iovino 2016, 72). Land is shaped as land shapes.  

So, I return to the guiding question for this thesis: How does one write on the basis of what 

one knows? That is, how to write this thesis from the interface of scholarly knowledge and 

lived experience with the fieldwork site? Interpreting the Thar dö Ling landscape as a more-

than-human inscription, I need to read and write the streams that mark the land’s boundaries. 

Water communicates something that is necessary for survival. A close reading would also 

entail relating with the other inhabitants that might share the rivers with me. In Sicily, in 

Serra Canneto, I did live in close direct contact with the two streams Suvarelli and Acque 

Colate that signal the borders of the land where Thar dö Ling exists. I can write that I 

embodied the waters carving a zigzagged “V” alongside the house, but I am somehow 

reluctant to write that I now know how to read the two streams of water. I would not even 

wish it to be that easy, for six months of fieldwork are not enough to claim such reading or 

analysing skills. Six months are not enough for a child to learn to read a book or understand 

their mother’s language; it should not be any different when it comes to the land. Indeed, 

many readings of landscapes are provided by ecocritical scholarship (e.g., Fargione and 
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Concilio 2018, Glotfelty 2014, Silko 1996), film studies (Seger 2015) and anthropology 

(Ogden 2011), among others, although such emphatically visual readings continue to 

concentrate on inherently human “landscapes of imagination”. As Iovino observes, 

It is not only how matter is a text, but also about how texts (literary, artistic, and critical 

texts) are matter and do matter, and how they add new layers to a society’s ecology of 

mind, thus supplementing its ethical and ontological vocabulary with new words. 

(2016, 5) 

That is why this writing, crafted as a collage of multiple agencies and partial encounters, 

employs the verb “to read”, as explained in Chapter 1, inflected towards the meaning of 

“gathering” and “recollecting” the more-than-human threads that (de)compose the site. That 

is why in reading and writing the landscape of Serra Canneto, I repeatedly acknowledge the 

other agencies that contribute to the permaculture design’s reparative imagination. In 

attempting not to reduce the landscaping to its design only, I am mindful of multispecies and 

elemental co-constitution as an ethical stance for this writing to enact recuperation. While a 

reading (and writing) will never be comprehensive—and is necessarily partial, situated and 

incomplete—attempting such recollection nonetheless seeks to offer possibilities to imagine 

ways for living responsibly in more-than-human worlds. As Rose asserts, “in becoming with 

others we bring forth worlds of action and meaning, with varied possibilities for life and for 

death” (2011, 11–12).  

Thus, since imagination—as the tool to craft practices of care and hope—is significant for 

both reading and writing the shared narrative of regeneration that is Thar dö Ling, this 

material ecocritical autoethnography seeks a convergence between the shared imagination 

emerging within the permacultural site’s more-than-human inscription and imagination 

viewed as the faculty to comprehend the more-than-human interweaving in the site. Drawing 

on Meschiari’s Landscape Mind Theory, imagination refers to the “biological imagination that 

plays a role in the causal comprehension of the physical world” (2009, 3). According to 

Meschiari: 

The reference to imagination is essential, on the condition that the functional vector is 

inverted: it is not so much imagination that feeds on experience, as experience that is 

organized by imagination, meaning that it acts as a causal glue (meaning-making) capable 

of transcending mere taxonomic logic. (2009, 10) 

In other words, imagination is a faculty of the mind that helps make connections and 

orientate one’s experience of being in the land. Significantly, permaculture design uses this 
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faculty by dedicating extended periods of “observation and interaction” (Holmgren 2002) 

when the permaculturist exercises an imaginative reading of the land. That is, the land 

becomes more and more organised in the designer’s mind, as well as embodied; it becomes 

a detailed web of existing and potential connections upon which the design is woven. This 

is not an imagination that acts from a static landscape but rather a tool to access the landscape 

as it continually evolves. It is an imagination that needs physical-mental contact and first-

person interaction. Certainly, the landscape reading—or the gathering of so-called data—

also depends on how its multilayered material entanglements are accessed. As Hillevi Lenz 

Taguchi writes, “the data is itself understood as a co-constitutive force, working with and 

upon the researcher, as the researcher is working with the data” (2012, 272).27 The way I 

could connect with the Serra Canneto landscape surely determined my experiencing and co-

emerging with it. In this sense, the faculty of imagination is inextricable from this body-mind, 

the socioenvironmental constructions of my upbringing, and the encountered weather 

conditions in the landscapes I emerged with.  

To facilitate becoming with the permacultural landscape in the Sicilian fieldwork place and 

gather its more-than-human inscription, it was important to have a prior incorporated 

relation with most of the permacultural practices that happened on-site. Permaculture’s 

threefold ethics of earth care, people care and fair share were already part of my quotidian 

life prior to the undertaking of this doctoral project (e.g., composting, harvesting water, 

gardening, paying attention to the energy patterns that supported this existence). Readily 

understanding how the site was organised according to this caring ethic and its principles and 

sharing the native language and similar cultural backgrounds among humans were vantage 

points that allowed more opportunities to explore the interactions with those nonhuman 

beings, nonbeings and elements that made the place as they were made by it. This in turn 

provided more space “to look more carefully”, as W. G. Sebald writes in the opening quote 

to this section. That is, to be attentive towards nonverbal, nonhuman ways of 

communication, which, as already mentioned, go beyond and are not reducible to the site’s 

permaculture design.  

During fieldwork, my body (not attempting to separate it from the mind but emphasising its 

presence) was the primary interface for the encounters with the landscape I lived in/with. 

To meet the donkeys, the turtle, the vegetal beings and the lichens, but also to meet the Wi-

 
27 For discussions on fieldwork data understood through posthumanist and new materialist perspectives, see 

Jackson and Mazzei (2012), Lenz Taguchi (2012) and Murris and Bozalek (2019).  
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Fi connection at the neighbour’s house. In this sense, the fieldwork enactments—although 

filtered by some of the ecologies of thought and place encountered until then28—were 

grounded in and made possible by embodied familiarity with most of the practices carried 

out in a permacultural site and co-created within the fieldwork site. Nonetheless, there I was, 

arriving after one year of bibliographical research, feeling the pressure of having to write 

down each moment of the stay that I considered significant. Some time was necessary to 

recognise that knowledge gathering and meaning-making went beyond the notes I was able 

to take; to recognise that the words I wrote were going to be indicators of physical 

movements, to contain and later express transcorporeal memories. Why is the pollen dark 

green this week? Should I add more water to the compost? Why do the wild carrots close 

their flowers? How strong will the sirocco be this year?  

Wednesday 8/5/2019 Sagana—Montelepre  

Birds, cicale {cicadas}, cattle’s bells, il ragliare degli asini {the donkey’s bray}, lo 

scalciare {the kicking}. Roosters singing further down. A human voice. Flies buzzing 

around. Bees and bumblebees. My pen on this page. A car?  

My legs moving on the ground. These are some of the noises that I notice on this first 

day in Sicily. So many birds and I don’t even know their names.  

Cold, it’s still cold. Warm welcoming and spontaneity. Good food. Flowers are in full 

bloom – “La sulla piace particolarmente alle api” {honeybees love French 

honeysuckle}, said Danilo.29  

On the first grounding day with Thar dö Ling, I learned that the honeybees loved “sulla”, 

French honeysuckle. The English name—one of the common names—already references 

this special insect and its mutualistic relation with the flower. The purple-red flowers suckle 

the bees with their nectar. A beautiful image in one word. Not the bees gathering from the 

 
28 Some examples of inspirational references. For human-ass relations, see Bolender (2014); for composting, 

Abrahamsson and Bertoni (2014), Haraway (2016), Tsing (2015); for multispecies justice, Celermajer et al. 
(2020, 2021), Rose (2011); on walking, Meschiari (2017), Solnit (2001), Spatz (2017), Springgay and Truman 
(2018); on embodied methodologies, Spry (2001, 2011). The most recent of these sources were actually 
accessed upon my return to make sense of my experience. Moreover, I note that they did not guide or 
determine the ways I enacted field work. Rather, it was an intimate process of knowing and encountering 
made possible by the mode of living I had adopted up until the start of the fieldwork period, and by the 
others that co-participated.   

29 Such was my initial interaction with Thar dö Ling as recorded in the diary. The words in braces were added 
during reviewing phases for clarity. As I took fieldwork notes, sometimes I did not know or remember the 
relevant English words. Other times, I just felt it was more vivid to write them as I thought them, in Italian. 
There are similar instances in the following autoethnographic chapters. Braces and square brackets are used 
throughout the thesis to mark the insertion of Italian words among English ones, or vice versa.  
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flowers but being suckled by thousands of Hedysarum coronarium. I write “sulla”, and I see 

fleeting purple-red fields, smelling the mellifluous perfume in the air.   

2.4 Encountering Fieldwork 

A few months before the fieldwork started, under the invitation of Simona, the four humans 

centrally involved in the research (Simona, Danilo, Michał and I) began a shared document 

for what would be called a “temporary community”. This name was important to mark the 

conviviality in which the research was being grounded despite its transient quality. While a 

fieldwork experience can allow a researcher to achieve certain levels of community 

belonging, these are obviously determined by the length of time available to them. Such a 

methodological concern is relevant to the universalist linear approaches to the Anthropocene 

and sustainability mentioned in Chapter 1. As it will become evident, this thesis replies to 

linearity foregrounding a situated yet fragmented attentiveness to the fieldwork site 

temporalities. So, from two sides of the world, we started by imagining our future temporary 

community as a system originating within an already present system; that is, the permacultural 

site of Thar dö Ling. The document’s central phrase said, “we can try to imagine our grouping 

as a garden and try to think human relationships as mimicking natural models” (my transl.). 

This was preceded by the proposition to apply the permacultural principles usually followed 

for a site’s design to our social relationships.  

As I outlined in Chapter 1, in permaculture, whole-systems thinking and a variety of design 

principles provide the organising framework for implementing a permanent (yet not static) 

culture of sustainable living. While embracing constant change as the base for evolution, 

permaculture design seeks to establish sustainable relations among the elements of a system 

to benefit both present and future generations. That is why permacultural sites are often 

defined as permaculture systems (this variation appears throughout the thesis). As Fritjof 

Capra puts it, systems thinking means thinking “in terms of relationships, connectedness and 

context” (2007, 12). According to Dick Morris and Stephen Martin, one key definition of 

“system” is a collection of entities that are seen by someone as interacting together to do 

something (as cited in Stibbe 2009). In other words, a system is not a single, indivisible entity; 

it has component parts that interact with one another to enact change.  

When thinking in terms of sustainability through systems thinking, there are “questions about 

what aspects of our existence we want to sustain, how much we are prepared to compromise 

with others’ needs, and what unexpected results might arise from our actions” (Morris and 
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Martin, as cited in Stibbe 2009, 160). To Simona and Danilo, the Thar dö Ling system is “the 

place where energy is produced, where we experiment and are experimented upon, where to 

enact our ideas for a little sustainable world, where to spend the majority of our time, where 

to generate our economic support” (Trecarichi 2019, online conversation; my transl.). By 

entering the dynamics of the Thar dö Ling permacultural site, I introduced another layer of 

interactions in an existing systemic weaving of relationships. In our shared document, we 

addressed questions of sustainability within the research through what was called “il sogno” 

[the dream]. According to Simona, the dream begins with a definite image of our personal 

dream. We needed to ask ourselves: what do I expect from this experience? What ought to 

happen to say that it was the best possible experience? Quoting from the shared document, 

“from the individual dreams, we create the dream of the group” (my transl.). That is why the 

dream was followed by “the basic agreements”, resumed by the Italian proverb “patti chiari, 

amicizia lunga [clear agreements, long friendship]”. Considering our group was imagined like 

a garden, Simona compared the agreements to the roots of a tree: the foundations to give 

stability to our temporary community while becoming together.  

Thus, from the human point of view, this research was notably grounded on what is called 

“friendship as method” (Ellis 2007). As Meritxell Ramírez-i-Ollé points out, social studies 

“should examine the effects of friendship, and the means by which friend-like relations 

enable knowledge and the sharing of perceptions” (2019, 301). For the introduction in the 

Thar dö Ling site, it was important to be considered an insider within permaculture, but also 

that the preliminary fieldwork of 2017 (when I introduced myself and the idea of the project, 

see Section 1.3) and subsequent digital meetings were carried out with a collaborative, 

friendly attitude. I made myself available to listen and be listened to, contributing to creating 

significance for this project and for Simona and Danilo. Overall, this paved the way for 

relational, recursive communication that relied on frequent feedback and sharing practices 

throughout the fieldwork and afterwards. This meant sharing recollections, fieldnotes and 

photographs in intimate and public settings among their family and friends; collaborations 

with my partner Michał, in which we showed our previous work during social events 

organised with/for the family and friends; and interacting with their human communities.  

Practising relational communication was determinant in creating and carrying out a series of 

place-based interviews as another layer of knowledge gathering and meaning-making. Place-

based because all the interviews’ topics were suggested by the landscape. Place-based because 

the emphasis was on the knowledge generated from within the places of encounter. As 
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Adams, Holman Jones and Ellis affirm, “autoethnographers might use a variety of interview 

types” (2015, 54). At times, interview types can overlap. Overall, they “are a way to connect 

our personal experiences, epiphanies, and intuitions to those of others. Sometimes these 

connections confirm our experiences; other times, interview conversations contradict or 

conflict with our experiences” (Adams, Holman Jones, and Ellis 2015, 55). The interviews 

crafted with Thar dö Ling (eight in total) were primarily adapted to the needs of Simona and 

Danilo, Michał and I, after a sufficiently long period of more-than-human interactions. They 

were recorded towards the end of the six-month stay to give all participants the time and 

space for familiarity. These conversations ranged from 15 minutes to one hour, depending 

on the topic and the weather conditions. For communicative purposes, when imagining what 

kind of interviewing would suit, I called these interviews “informal” and “performative”. 

They were imagined to be recorded in the part of the landscape that related to their topic 

while engaging in some other activity (e.g., checking the state of a zone, collecting fruits, 

bringing water to the donkeys) without the use of questionnaires.30 Instead, as Simona and 

Danilo suggested and felt comfortable using, they were anticipated by a “mental map”, a 

collaborative brainstorming that spatialised the topic, as in “the material and mental 

connections” (Meschiari 2017, 121) we were going to visit and talk through as a reference 

for the conversation. Sitting with the multifunctional kitchen table, Simona and Danilo (the 

designers) and Michał and I (the interviewers) would speak and jot down on paper our 

different insights on the topic-place. The topic-place participated in the mapping process 

suggesting possible routes of conversation.31 Afterwards, the interviews involved walking, 

sitting under trees, in front of the pond or being close to the donkeys, Dondolo and 

Giorgiana, and the honeybees, where the other beings and elements contributed to additional 

perspectives. 32   

The mental maps extended the landscape by affecting human routes of relation both during 

the interview within Serra Canneto and in writing this thesis. Much like this thesis, I consider 

the paper maps extensions of Thar dö Ling: extensions of relating processes that began and 

continue beyond the paper. Thus, forms of mutual relationality like the assembled compost 

 
30 This approach served Simona and Danilo’s principle that every action should have at least three purposes 

(see Section 3.4). The interviews topics were zone honeybees and trees; foraging zone and donkeys; Northern 
and Southern streams; zone in front of the house/zone in the house, bioconstruction; northern olive grove; 
northern food forest; nursery, pond, phytodepurator; and bokashi. In the beginning of the fieldwork, we also 
recorded an informative interview with an open questionnaire.  

31 On landscape as “cognitive model”, see “Il paesaggio come modello cognitivo. Bilancio di metodo” Meschiari 
(2008).  

32 Similar walking interviews methods are discussed in Evans and Jones (2011), Ingold (2010), Pink (2007), 
Springgay and Truman (2019).  
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pile were externalised through words on paper, then traced as routes by our body-minds as 

we met again with the topic matter during the recording. As the interviews emerged from 

the landscape, they guided the movements of each chapter through their topics.  

In this thesis, the autoethnographic chapters faced the limitation of following the thematic 

guidance of waste, food, plants and water, which, as explained in Section 1.3.1, were chosen 

to facilitate the fieldwork site orientation among its multiple material-semiotic connections. 

As the interviews with Simona and Danilo were imagined through a similar orientation 

process, they significantly provided the land mapping in each of the empirical chapters. This 

inevitably highlighted the problematics of wanting to write within the awareness of 

nonhuman ways of organising, making, storying the place, and the human dimension of this 

body-mind through the anthropocentric entry point of permaculture design; that is, what I 

knew. I mention the interviews because they are an evident presence in the body texts of the 

following chapters, which could be misinterpreted as emphasising the centrality of this form 

of communication. Instead, the writing tries to normalise that the interviews also coemerged 

as part of the more-than-human agencies co-shaping the Serra Canneto landscape.  

This thesis is another process of relating with the landscape through its extensions in the 

interviews, fieldnotes, photographs and sedimented memories of nonverbal interaction (see 

Section 1.3.1). Through its inhabitants and components, the landscape continues to influence 

what to write, where to go among the encountered topics and the memories that remain. It 

contributes to weaving the more-than-human threads of knowledge gathered in the site. 

Through this writing, I continue to interact with the Serra Canneto landscape as I cultivate 

the awareness that in this (and any) fieldwork, data collection involves gathering the gifts—

that is, the lives and deaths of particular beings (as well as entities and elements)—with which 

I share my existence.  

A few days before leaving the fieldwork site, following the collaging practice of sense-making 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, all the paper I had collected at the permacultural 

site of Thar dö Ling—including those sheets for the interviews’ mental maps—ended up in 

a multilayered collage for Simona and Danilo (and family) as a visual container of the 

memories formed during our temporary community.  

Notably, in imagining our social coming together, the garden metaphor was chosen. Gardens, 

like permaculture design, require a caring ethic based on constant communicative 

negotiations between the elements and beings that (de)compose them. Gardens are exemplar 



48 

places that show how to mutually participate in the performance of life regeneration. Thus, 

as this project emerges from its material constituents (see Section 1.3.1), the garden trope 

also inspires the recurring concepts that add texture to the autoethnographic chapters that 

follow—time, energy, care and attentiveness—converging differently with the four topic-

places of water, plants, food and waste that orientate the reading and writing of Thar dö 

Ling. Rose (2011, 2012), Puig (2015, 2017), van Dooren (2014, 2019) and Wright (2019) are 

among the major sources of reference to approach these concepts in material ecocritical 

analyses from an environmental humanist perspective. To achieve a systemic ecological 

writing—that is, to attempt recollecting the permaculture system in this thesis—each of the 

following four chapters highlights one of the four themes of water, plants, food and waste 

(starting from the latter), while conveying the inseparability and entanglements of the 

system’s things, beings and phenomena. Read together, the core chapters are intended to 

help the reader visualise the site as a (non)living collage of partial encounters and ongoing 

(de)composition.  

Since becoming a gardener, May has been an important month to determine the adventure 

of the summer garden: it is when the plants’ roots should be well established to face the fast-

approaching heat. Whatever the Italian regional variations (a week more, a week less), around 

this time, the seedlings have grown into little plants, ready to flower for their fruits to develop 

with appropriate warmth. It has been eight years, and I have patchy recollections of such 

Mays. I might call it “the month that foretells” because, as it has been happening, Italian 

Mays are becoming increasingly unstable in their relationship with water. Hailstorms, stormy 

downpours, sudden temperature leaps. More and more rainy with the predominance of cold 

(so far), this month is outgrowing my memories of a hot, mostly arid May that began clothing 

the countryside with the colour of hay. The colour of forage. At the same time, the last 

months of the year are becoming drier and warmer, like those of October and November 

2017 in the south of Italy, when I met Simona and Danilo. In 2019, I arrived in Sicily hoping 

to relive my Mayan memories. Instead, I was invested with a coat stitched with water: a whole 

May of water. Serra Canneto smelled fresh and wet, also permeated by that familiar scent of 

Southern Mediterranean flora in the air when the sun briefly appeared. Those 550 metres are 

an allowing altitude mixture. Within Thar dö Ling, they became rosemary, sage, lavender, 

thyme and artemisia, coexisting with heather, oaks, apples and copious rain in a rocky land. 

That smell, an invitation for a walk.  
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Chapter 3: Waste as Meaningful Relations 

26/10/2019 

As they turn the compost 

Remember the perfumes of the advancing Autumn 

the thick fog banks in the morning 

six thirty when it’s already or still dark 

And when it lightens after seven. 

The donkeys’ fur when they’re wet and their soft muzzles 

memorise the sound of their bray when they see us 

humans coming out of home. 

Remember the birds singing in the morning 

melody for our ears 

in their chests territoriality ideas. 

Remember the pungent taste of kefir with honey 

citruses marmalades and pollen that colours it.  

The bees’ legs fallen during transit 

due to us human beings. Keratin. 

The joy of being and having been 

and the chirping of the thoughts that will come. 

 
This chapter begins the reading and writing of the permacultural site of Centre Thar dö Ling, 

guided by “waste”. As I become with the place in this thesis, waste is the first material 

presence I recollect, which is to say both to remember and to gather together its field of 

relations. In the following pages, I read and write waste from the point of view of the 

threefold permaculture ethics: earth care, people care and fair share. In permaculture design, 

waste does not become refuse because it is not refused by the system. What I mean by this 

is that waste is not emptied of value and excluded from the permaculture system; rather, it is 

interpreted as bearing possibilities for beneficial relations. Engaging with waste’s different 

materialities, dimensions of connectivity and reciprocity are explored to make sense of the 

meaningful relationships that emerged from Thar dö Ling as ways of opening towards futures 

made in common with waste. 

In this chapter, I introduce permaculture design’s alternative valuation modes (Centemeri 

2018), conveying how these unsettle the culture of disposability that sustains environmental 

and social injustices in the Anthropocene (Armiero and De Angelis 2017). As the 

permacultural site of Thar dö Ling begins to be composed in its naturalcultural context, it 
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reveals the significance of its caring ethics in attempting to value “capitalist ruins” (Tsing 

2015) as places of opportunity beyond the logic of anthropocentric productionism.  

Moving in the site in this writing, waste is understood through the concepts of time, energy, 

care, and attentiveness as the themes central to its revaluation. Such themes will be the 

returning convergences to appreciate the relational work of reciprocity that the site’s 

permaculture design seeks to embody. In this chapter, they are central to the transformation 

of waste from that which is refused into that which is revalued as a vital component of 

mutually interconnected systems.  

3.1 Commoning with Waste 

Picked up at the train station by Simona, we are reaching the Centre Thar dö Ling. The 

house, the land, the Valley of Sagana, some 40 km inland from Palermo, towards west in the 

municipality of Montelepre, the Hare Mount. The quarter of Serra Canneto, the Reeds Gully, 

in the bioregion of the Nocella River Basin. Approximately 550 m above sea level, through 

a serpentine road among the mountains, I notice the gradual changes in temperature. It is 

becoming cooler, and I am once more amazed by the rocky lunarlike aspect of the landscape 

that the tree frog coloured car is traversing. Not many trees, except for the occasional olive 

grove, pine trees and fruit groves around the inhabited areas. Mainly shrubs, as forests have 

no time to grow in a region where arson is a common social practice of the human 

inhabitants.33 Yet the meadows are constellated with the field flowers of spring. Yellow, 

purple and pink are the dots impressed in my memories. We are moving along the north-

western side of the mountains of Palermo, of which the most elevated peak is Mount 

Gibilmesi, the Goats Mountain.34 Over six months, I will learn to see it from most points in 

the land, noticing its different appearances according to the weather. The majestic 

amphitheatre where I temporarily shared this life.  

Mount Gibilmesi is not the only mountain to shape the narrative of Thar dö Ling. Mountains 

of garbage also contribute to the shaping. A pile here, a pile there, along the road towards 

the house. A mound here, a mound there. Some shocked “Oh!” come out of the mouth. 

 
33 In 2019, firefighters effected 11,700 interventions in Sicily, with 478 recorded crimes of arson. Within the 

52.916 ha of lost (wood)land nationally, 50.3% of the crimes are concentrated in the four regions where mafia 
is traditionally present, Sicily being the third with 12.2 % (Legambiente). According to Ecomafia 2021. Le storie 
e i numeri della criminalità ambientale (Osservatorio nazionale ambiente e legalità 2021), the majority of fires in 
Italy, particularly in the regions traditionally linked to mafia, are classified as arsons.  

34 Translation from the Arabic derivation, Lo Cascio (2012).  
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Although I remember similar visions from childhood in another insularity, today the 

presence of waste as abandonment and degradation is very uncommon in the niche of my 

habitual life. Since I left Sardinia, I have been gravitating towards the Global North, where 

such a wasting seems inexistent. Instead, it is only further from the eyes, as Simona 

commented. To her, living among piles of waste is a tangible reminder of the fact it is 

produced. Simona would remark her view other times throughout my stay, explaining she 

had learned to find the beneficial side of such obscene sights at her doorstep. She thought 

that in other places, where administrations functioned better, people do not have the 

constant sensorial reminder of the amount of garbage that is produced and dumped day after 

day, whether legally or not. The accumulation of wasted relationships, where litter is only 

synonymous with filthy, faulty rubbish.  

Following Marco Armiero, wasted relationships are “the assemblage of power hierarchies, 

socio-environmental inequalities, and racist structures” (2021, 427) that contribute to the 

sedimentation of wasting cultures and wasted spaces summarised by the concept of the 

Wasteocene (Armiero and De Angelis 2017). Since its original definition, Armiero and 

Massimo De Angelis assert that the Wasteocene is directly connected to the Capitalocene 

(Moore 2016), underscoring its capitalist character and its inherent socioenvironmental 

injustices. Although related, the Wasteocene is “especially adapted to demystify the 

mainstream narratives of the Anthropocene”, specifically to avoid what the authors call the 

unifying “we” message through which everyone is to blame and every problem can be solved 

with universal truths and laws. In the Wasteocene dimension, wasted relationships produce 

two types of toxicities: the dominance of capitalistic relationships “within the sociobiological 

fabric” (Armiero and De Angelis 2017, 348), and the generation and maintenance of toxic 

narratives that “have normalized or invisibilized the violence embedded in these 

relationships” (Armiero 2021, 429).  

There is a part of me that longs for those privileged places like the Australia I recently left, 

where, from my point of view, public things and matters appear to be administered mostly 

neatly, nicely. Yet, as Plumwood observes, these seemingly privileged places contribute to 

the existence of “shadow places”, those “that provide our material and ecological support, 

most of which, in a global market, are likely to elude our knowledge and responsibility” (2008, 

139). However, like shadow places, wasted relationships cannot be reduced to the 

North/South divide (Plumwood 2008) and are more complex than the disposing/disposable 

dialectic. Although I acknowledge that all the privileges experienced in Australia are 
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generated by a project of settler-colonialism that continues to perpetrate injustices against its 

First Nations peoples, I point out that the same people who are deeply affected by the waste 

crisis characteristic of Southern Italy (but not limited to it),35 by way of living might 

contribute to the extractivism, dumping and alteration that is affecting other people around 

the world. They might use some electronic devices where minerals are needed; they might 

buy sugar and other foods that determine the deforestation of those places far from the eyes; 

they might cook them with the gas whose pipelines are undetachable from the 2022 war in 

Ukraine (Johannesson and Clowes 2022). Although these kinds of generic depictions appear 

aligned with the grand unifying narratives the Anthropocene concept is imbued with (see 

Section 1.2.2), they are useful to reflect on the “shadow” relations human societies find 

themselves enmeshed in because of the pervasive capitalist system of production and its 

neoliberal ideology.36 Today, after decades of globalisation, in the middle of a climate crisis, 

the separation between places that are and are not shadowed becomes more and more 

difficult to untangle. Waste is a mesh in which some are more entangled than others, but the 

separation between perpetrators and victims is increasingly blurred (Armiero and De Angelis 

2017).  

As much as certain humans are more affected by the toxicities of the Wasteocene than others, 

nonhumans are also the unwitting victims of a complex, complicated web of 

interconnections woven by hierarchical power relations materialising as elemental and 

multispecies injustices. As van Dooren observes in relation to albatrosses in the North Pacific 

Ocean, “in forms both visible and invisible to the naked eye, the waste of human societies 

circulates in vast atmospheric systems and oceanic currents to accumulate in albatross 

bodies” (2014, 32). Toxicities that accumulate in nonhuman bodies can also devastate the 

intergenerational connections that sustain species. Reflecting on this vast loss, van Dooren 

refers to “wasted generations” (2014, 29). Wasted relationships and generations similarly use 

the word “waste” to emphasise the garbage that makes waste and its commonly associated 

meaning of “refuse”. Indeed, although waste is a common feature of any existing element in 

this world that produces debris by way of living and dying or simply being, it is only in human 

terms that the meaning of refuse is associated with it. As David Halperin writes, 

 
35 On this topic, see Bonzanni (2019), Pasotti (2010), Osservatorio nazionale ambiente e legalità (2021).  
36 On “shadow places”, see also Potter et al. (2022).  
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Waste is materiality devoid of value, materiality in which we no longer find a meaning, 

or for which we no longer have a use. Nothing that retains value qualifies as waste. 

Waste is comprehensible only in relation to the notion of value. (2003, 23)  

Leavings are left behind because they are refused. However, what distinguishes the human 

and nonhuman ones is both a semantic question and a material one. Humans are the first 

organisms to produce fast waste that is difficult, costly and overabundant to degrade.  

 

Fig. 1: Illegal dump along the main road in Sagana (Lepori 2019) 

Although commonly called “a place for vacation”, where second houses outnumber those 

of permanent residents, the village of Sagana is far from a holiday resort. Unregulated 

building, illegal dumps, arsons, and their related socioenvironmental economic crises are the 

dominant toxicities characterising the human presence in the valley where I am arriving, in a 

region where waste issues depend tightly on ingrained political corruption, Mafia and 

economic recession. Emerging from within “capitalist ruins” (Tsing 2015), or, as Iovino 

(2016) calls them, “landscapes of crisis”,37 wasted relationships are relations that go awry or 

never are. To address and unsettle wasting cultures, that is (paraphrasing Tsing) to create 

possibilities of life among the ruins, Armiero and De Angelis (2017) identify “commoning” 

as a possible solution. In their understanding, commoning enables the creation of resisting 

communities emerging from shared spaces, practices and narratives.  

 
37 For a contextualisation of Italy’s “hybrid landscapes” within the environmental humanities, see Iovino 

(2016) and Iovino, Cesaretti, and Past (2018).  
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Regarding permaculture, Laura Centemeri introduces the concept of “multispecies 

commoning” as the recognition of “mutualist and nonantagonistic interspecies 

entanglements” (2018, 8). Observing that permaculture encourages noticing such more-than-

human entanglements “to make them productive of diverse forms of commonwealth” (2018, 

8), Centemeri highlights “alternative” valuing practices that resist the disposability of the 

Wasteocene. Enacted through the threefold ethics of earth care, people care and fair share, 

permaculture-inspired valuing practices are grounded in dimensions of connectivity and 

reciprocity with and towards the land.38 In this sense, permaculture design, based on 

reciprocal processes of taking from and giving back to the land, can be viewed as a type of 

commoning. As Centemeri explains, in permaculture “the logics of valuation are taken 

beyond human-centred universal or standardised goal-oriented understandings of value, to 

stress the importance of context sensitive modes of valuation” (2019, 13). Thus, as 

permaculture ethics offer opportunities to relate with waste through multispecies and 

elemental approaches that interpret it as beneficial, commoning with waste in a permaculture 

system leads to imagining its different values. While not exempt from capitalist and 

anthropocenic relationality,39 these attempt to address waste through complicated and 

imperfect choices towards more caring ways of living. I think of the sixth design principle 

according to Holmgren (2002), “produce no waste”, and I visualise the worm chosen as its 

symbol. A fat earthworm as a metonymy of recycling. The digester par excellence or, in 

relation to humans, the protagonist of composting acts. Then I think of distinctively but 

escapable anthropocentric perspectives. The worm is not recycling anything from their 

viewpoint: they are eating and living. What comes out of their guts—considered fertile soil 

by humans—is worm castings. Worm waste. Much as what is decomposed through 

earthworm eating acts is (more-than-) human waste. Once vegetal beings and animal 

products in the shape of organic scraps are valued by the worm as a source of food.40 

Although waste is still produced, in permaculture design, the earthworm is associated with 

its nonproduction because composting is understood as a closed cycle. Following systems 

thinking, closed-loop recycling means a material is virtually reintegrated indefinitely into a 

system. Nothing should go wasted. As Simona explained when talking about the Thar dö 

Ling water recycling project,   

 
38 For an environmental humanist discussion on “connectivity”, see Hodgetts (2017).  
39 Drawing on Tsing’s work (2015), Centemeri defines permaculture as an initiator of “pericapitalist economies” 

(2019).  
40 On this point, see Abrahamsson and Bertoni (2014).  
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The very word “refuse” means something that some being has refused because it wasn’t 

needed anymore. So, it’s fine at the level of the individual element, but at the level of 

the system it does not exist, because anything that is “refused” by an element will be 

used by another one.41  

It would be discouraging, as well as distressing, to live hoping something so overwhelming 

as waste could be magically eliminated without addressing the culture of disposability that 

produced it in the first place. In living with mountains of rubbish at their doorstep (see Fig. 

1), Simona and Danilo have been stimulated to practice ways of reducing and repurposing 

their waste, gradually building a waste common of meaningful relationships.  

The modern human habitability of the Serra Canneto plot where Thar dö Ling exists is owed 

also to the previous human inhabitants seemingly exploitative interaction with the land. Sixty 

years ago, fast charges of dynamite knocked down the rocky peaks that had formed over the 

aeons to produce a flat area with enough space to build two houses. In the village of Sagana, 

there still lived one of the men who manually contributed to the explosions, carrying living 

and embodied memory of the gully prior to the Centre, prior to those houses. Danilo met 

him every now and then to learn from his longstanding beekeeping skills, but also for his 

reminiscences of a past of latifundium and outlaws reflected in today’s ruins, inheritors of 

those wasting cultures.42 Until the 1960s, there was no road for motorised vehicles. For 

centuries, humans travelled the terraced mountains via mule tracks. Narrow rocky paths were 

made through the back-and-forth relationships between mules and humans. The internal 

unsealed road that parts Thar dö Ling in the middle is one of those original mule tracks, 

enlarged to access the property with motors. Although stemming from the visibly wasted 

and wasting relationships of the knocked down mountain peak, in their version of inhabiting 

Serra Canneto, the previous family implanted many fruit trees around the houses that took 

its space, and olive trees in all the terraces that compose the land that composes Thar dö 

Ling. By leaving an abundant inheritance, the old family contributed to Simona and Danilo 

being able to support themselves from within the land. As they started their project of 

inhabitation, becoming reciprocally with the place, the previous dwellers’ works began to be 

decomposed as gifts to be reintegrated into the permaculture system. (De)composition as 

one process that counteracts the phenomenon of “double death”, as Rose expresses it (2005, 

2011, 2012), is life “struggling to affirm and promote relationships that sustain life and death 

in their mutual integrity” (2005, 124). In this sense, decomposition does not leave death 

 
41 Water interview. 
42 On these topics, see for example Blok (1966, 1972), Dolci (1960, 1963), Russo (1999).   
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outside, but is careful not to cause it unnecessarily, not to break up “place-based recursivity” 

(2005, 124), focusing instead on the next regeneration.  

 

Fig. 2: Internal unsealed road leading to the house (Lepori 2019) 

Already in 2005, since the beginning of Thar dö Ling as a project focused on environmental 

didactic activities, Simona and Danilo aimed at refusing to turn waste into refuse. Through 

the old dwellings’ renovation, they began engaging with waste with attentiveness to the 

energies involved in the refurbishing process. Indeed, as Centemeri explains, permaculture 

design “aims at reducing and optimising the need for energy input (including work), 

increasing diversity (of functions, populations, species, etc.) and resilience and guaranteeing 

an abundance of diverse and varied forms of ‘wealth’ (material and immaterial)” (2019, 12). 

The refurbishing works were undertaken following bioconstruction and traditional building 

techniques so the newer structure would have a low impact on the environment and the 

space would be healthy and welcoming for the inhabitants, human and nonhuman. This 

involved disassembling instead of demolishing, separating instead of throwing away. 

Cataloguing, salvaging, repurposing. In the process of uniting the two buildings by adding a 

linking hallway that transformed into the main entrance, the construction site became a 

recovery space for all inactive materials in search of a new purpose. Anything removed and 

reusable from those two old houses—whether brick, plaster or tile—was slowly finding 

another life in a new vest. Mountains of rubbish in the streets, mountains of debris at home. 

Eventually, through a seemingly epic journey, they managed to requalify the dwellings from 

the bottom energy level G to the highest A+ according to the European Union energy 
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ratings. However, such a turn towards waste was a gradual process of making space and time 

to imagine its value through its different future uses.  

Until their discovery of permaculture in 2011, Simona and Danilo almost entirely 

concentrated on refurbishing the decaying buildings found on-site. Two large concrete-

bricked houses from the 1970s, questionably built in an intricate fashion, by then fully 

inhabited by humidity, lichens and moulds as the heirs only came for recreational purposes. 

I remember the dreadful photos Danilo showed as material memory of the houses prior to 

the Centre. However, he emphasised that those two grand buildings inspired the existence 

of Thar dö Ling as a Centre. All that built space suggested it was there to be shared, to be 

opened towards the other. Overall, they envisioned a finished, welcoming and fully 

functioning structure to come together with other fellow humans through environmental 

education and spiritual connection.43 Fulfilling some of their environmental engineering 

dreams, they worked side by side with construction workers, convinced that educational 

activities could only start when the place—as in, the house—was finally ready. Having 

embarked on a semi-DIY refurbishing project, after six years Simona and Danilo were feeling 

alone, physically strained, if not in doubt of pursuing a bizarre goal. As they kept commuting 

for work in Palermo, investing their wages into another place that was taking its time to 

appear as complete as they were imagining it, they were struck by the realisation that their 

goal-oriented vision was emptying the lived present of its value. They realised they were 

engaging in wasting relationships. Conceived to be wasted, never to be grounded temporally, 

if only in a future that did not seem to acknowledge the past necessary for the present. As 

Simona explained,   

We went through difficult moments, until I formed the thought that I shouldn’t be 

living to obtain something in the future, but I need to find the sense in every day … if 

for any reason I do not obtain my result, and I struggled so much only for it, then 

everything goes wasted. So, there was a slowing down, a looking for meaning within 

everyday actions. Some deadlines had to be postponed, but it meant we could start 

enjoying what we already had.44  

By touching the materials they were supposed to refuse for the refurbishment, Simona and 

Danilo could visualise the energy being wasted within most of the relationships on the 

construction site. If the union and refurbishing of the two old buildings can be interpreted 

 
43 Over the years, the Centre Thar dö Ling has partnered with the Muni Gyana Buddhist Centre of Palermo 

offering their place for Buddhist retreats and masterclasses.  
44 Informative interview.  
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as a metaphor for the caring ethos with which the project was imbued prior to discovering 

permaculture, Thar dö Ling was missing a systemic vision. One day, around this time, as he 

investigated other Italian realities of environmental education and agroecology, Danilo found 

out that a workshop on permaculture had been organised in Palermo. So he committed to 

understanding what it was about and why the word, as he said, “continued to pop up”.45 In 

the rare May 2019 sunshine, sitting on old, chopped logs in what was called “the fire circle”, 

I sense the moment’s serendipity as Danilo tells,  

How they introduced us… we had gotten there late, they had already started the 

assembly, I have this memory impressed within me. There was a circle of strawbales in 

a sort of stable, a warehouse—I have the image, but I don’t know if things actually went 

that way—the two of us entered and the circle opens up, even physically the bales 

moved, silently, while they continued, we included ourselves. It was as if we they had 

added another thread to their conversation … we didn’t feel out of place.46  

We are sitting in front of Dondolo and Giorgiana’s stable, under the giant pine tree with a 

swing hanging from one of its north-pointing branches. Next to the pine is where the 

strawbales are piled for the donkeys since they have started spending time within the paddock 

(I return to this point in Chapter 4). The humidity the bales accumulated during the previous 

days of rain leaves them in the shape of sweet forage scent. So many fields come to mind, 

like the one where Simona and Danilo were welcomed into the Italian permaculture 

movement as they yearned for connectivity. Years later, a friend, another permaculturist, 

mocked them by pointing out that they were just doing an urban house in the wood, meaning 

their housing plan was disconnected from the rest of the environment: “we had thought only 

of the house, and the land was like its garden to us”.47 First, they realised the land around the 

dwelling had to be viewed with different eyes, as the place that could support them if they 

related to it differently.  

3.2 Constructing Deconstructions 

It was late October when the “house interview” was recorded in the interceding space 

between the bedroom that hosted me and the hallway where the library was, on the salvaged 

sofa and armchairs energetically covered in orange standing out among the pastel-coloured 

walls that composed the building. By then, having lived the interconnectedness of the Thar 

 
45 Informative interview.  
46 Informative interview.  
47 Informative interview.  
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dö Ling site, I knew the house was perceived as one element within the system. So, I could 

better grasp what Simona had said five months earlier: they had thought only of the house, 

and the land was only seen as a garden. By then, we had woven a fond friendship and 

collaboration well reflected in the space where the interview was being recorded: the house’s 

physical core. By then, I knew the house with confidence and familiarity, as well as the land 

where it existed. I had walked the place through habitual routes and less familiar ones. The 

nonhuman animals, the smells, the colours, the terrain, the different microclimates, the 

traces, the sounds were the known world. I could identify the Eurasian jay by its striped black 

and electric blue wing feathers and the calls I now forget because the habit is lost. I could 

distinguish Dondolo’s bray from Giorgiana’s or an angry honeybee from a gentle buzzing. I 

had learned the nutty sounds ripe olives make as they touch the bottom of the harvesting 

plastic box, like I knew where the wind would go through the crevices in the building.  

Coming out of the bedroom, walking to the front door, to the right, underneath the keys’ 

miniature house, there is a small carved square with a cylindric handle that invites pulling. 

Pulling it with pleasure, my eyes and hand encounter the warmth and softness of the hemp 

fibre and the cork panels that isolate the walls.  

From the creation of the agreements within our temporary community (see Section 2.4), I 

noted that Simona’s design reflections paired the concepts of time and energy with that of 

care. Time was viewed as a careful investment. In my fieldnotes, her thoughts begin to take 

shape at the Sicilian Convergence of Permaculture, which in May 2019 was hosted by Thar 

dö Ling. We were sitting in a circle in the communal room, me as a participant observer, the 

others as the “knots”, as they called themselves, of the Sicilian web of permaculture.48 

Everyone shared their experiences to update each other on their ongoing projects. Already 

where we sat would have been an update to some. The little piazza situated at the left of the 

house, if moving from the front door outward, had been recently accomplished. It was one 

of the main events that constituted the debris’ recuperation epic. The novel square was a 

mosaic composed of the old buildings’ salvaged materials, the old structures’ deconstruction. 

Piece of stone after piece of grit brick after sand sifting was disassembled to be reassembled 

in the shape of a piazza, planned with a degree of incline for the rainwater to flow directly to 

the lower plot of land where loquats and other vegetal beings live (see Section 6.1).  

 
48 For information, see https://www.italiachecambia.org/mappa/permacultura-sicilia/; Permacultura Sicilia.  

https://permaculturasicilia.blogspot.com/
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During her sharing, Simona stated that for her, it had been important to “come out of the 

cage of ‘I have to’” to be able to say, “I choose to.” This meant that any activity she chose 

to engage with was pondered in conjunction with the time necessary to accomplish, maintain 

and care for it—the time determining the level of dedication she was willing to offer. As 

Aryn Martin, Natasha Myers and Ana Viseu note, “a person who cares must first be willing 

and available to be moved by this other” that is the thing to care for (2015, 635). Thus, time’s 

criticality was conceived as an opportunity for growth beyond the individual sense of 

temporality, underlining the need to reconsider “immaterial results” (Simona, in 

conversation) in one’s life—that is, the value of living the present beyond the logic of the 

end goal—but also the energetic exchanges needed to sustain one’s life. Indeed, the energies 

contained in any product, thing, relation are not only measurable in terms of their agency 

and utility but also according to the amount of effort put into their creation. Grey energy 

(Brinks 2016), as in the amount of energy required to extract, manufacture and transport 

products. Also called “embodied” (Costanza 1980), these energies are incorporated, 

therefore hidden from the consumer’s sight.  

After their life-changing PDC attendance,49 Simona and Danilo entered the path towards 

gradually leaving their city jobs as they imagined other forms of economy inspired by a sense 

of reciprocity towards Serra Canneto. Looking around, they heard the rivers, and there were 

the olive groves. As they explained, they understood that for them, everything was already 

there; it was a matter of designing the system. “The art of designing with permaculture is 

exactly looking at what there is, what are the elements already present and that could be 

inserted, and observe the ways in which they could be linked.”50 As such, permaculture design 

means imagining connections among existing elements in a place, across space and 

timescales, with the intention, as Simona explained, “of weaving useful relationships for a 

system to gradually auto-regulate.”51 Even if beneficial relationships already exist beyond 

human interpretation, for the human to be inscribed meaningfully in a place, they need to be 

identified and considered systemically so nothing, no one, goes wasted. The general aim is 

the least possible dispersion of energy and time according to the system’s design. The latter 

is an important tool to highlight the anthropocentric character of the permaculture ethics in 

light of the concept of care. While permaculture’s philosophy of practice encourages 

 
49 The Permaculture Design Certificate Course (PDC) is an official 72-hour intensive programme modelled on 

the permaculture teachings by founders Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, specifically on the 1988 manual.  
50 Water interview.  
51 Informative interview.  
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flexibility and adaptability, it does so within a design that determines the order needed by the 

system’s planned circularity. Rather than discussing the obvious—that anything involving 

humans is naturally anthropocentric—I value this (in)escapable contradiction for its potential 

within permaculture design to unsettle the human’s centrality. A poignant example is the 

zone design method (Mollison 1988) as a tool to acknowledge the relevance of elements in 

a landscape. Through prolonged observation and interaction, a permaculture site is divided 

into zones marking the human energy flows according to the relationships and movements 

within the system. Zoning can be viewed as an extremely anthropocentric method, as zones 

usually go from 0 to 5, from the humans’ house where the traffic is higher, to the “wilder 

areas”, where “humans actively avoid contact with the species being cared for” (Zelinger 

2017, 33). Indeed, zoning primarily determines what the designer’s level of involvement with 

the other elements in terms of relationships, in terms of energy inputs. However, this requires 

focus on more-than-human agencies to imagine how humans can best fit into complex 

systems. This translates as humans having to recognise movement patterns in the system to 

understand where there is more need for attention and care or more need to avoid 

interference. Thus, the permaculture ethics of care underscore an attentiveness to time and 

energy paired with situated, selective instances of care, where “caring is itself always a partial 

and compromised practice” (van Dooren 2017, 61).  

 

Fig. 3: Thar dö Ling’s zones map (courtesy of Simona Trecarichi and Danilo Colomela) 
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If permaculture design had been modifying Simona and Danilo’s attitudes of interaction with 

the land, it had also interfered with their Sagana (and Montelepre) imaginary deconstructing 

parts of its “wasted” narrative. Living with Thar dö Ling, the presence of two men whose 

life sharply revolved around and was shaped by wasted and wasting relationships was brought 

to my attention. The (in)famous outlaw Salvatore Giuliano or ‘the king’ of Montelepre,52 and 

social activist, pedagogist, poet Danilo Dolci. Although neither of them holds a prominent 

position in these pages,53 I acknowledge them to illuminate their respective influence on 

Simona and Danilo’s becoming with the place where they ended up residing and fragments 

of the naturalcultural context that characterises the Valley of Sagana’s toxic narratives. They 

both spent most of their lives in the same territories where I lived temporarily. Dolci moved 

from northern Italy to western Sicily two years after Giuliano’s murder. The type of outlaw 

life practiced by Giuliano, according to Francesco Renda (2020), emerged from the 

interaction between post-war banditry (within the larger phenomenon of Sicilian banditry, as 

a social issue born within rural contexts) and Mafia criminality. Guiding some of the most 

significant battles for socioenvironmental justice in Italian history, Dolci democratically and 

non-violently challenged the wasted and wasting cultures that he suggested had given birth 

to people like Giuliano and his bandit gang.54 As Simona recounted,  

This is a land where there were outlaws. That is why if you go to Montelepre and talk 

about Giuliano, the bandit, people get heated because, I think, it’s like a wound that is 

present here. Unregulated building, waste, Mafia, fires—because fires are a social 

problem not an environmental one—of abuses we see plenty … However, we decided 

to stay here anyways … at the moment it is a bit early to value which are the concrete 

results. Nevertheless … we are still one of the thousand pieces that move around and 

somehow make a difference.55  

Significantly, one of Dolci’s early publications is called Waste (1963), a “deep socioeconomic 

self-analysis realised in various villages of Western Sicily, which criticises the waste of human, 

cultural and financial resources by public administrations, in the face of continuous violations 

of the poorest citizens’ fundamental rights” (Ragone 2011, 28; my transl.). The first phrases 

read, “As our work in western Sicily has proceeded, we have been struck more and more by 

one feature of local life—the waste” (Dolci 1963, 11). According to his work, it is everywhere: 

 
52 The appellative “king” derives from uses both in journalistic writing and oral storytelling (Renda 2020). 
53 Although I will return to them, especially to Dolci, in Chapter 6.  
54 For a discussion of Dolci as the father of Italian environmental justice, see Rosignoli (2017).  
55 Informative interview. As noted earlier, Montelepre is the chief municipality under which the Sagana village 

is administered.  
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in water, in land, in cattle and sheep farming, in fishing grounds, in public works, in human 

life.56 Even if some of the questions throughout his report are strikingly similar to some of 

Simona and Danilo’s comments on their region—both cases emphasise the wasted relations 

that characterise Sicily economically, affecting all related aspects of society—the approaches 

towards “waste” are somewhat divergent due to the differences in times and contexts. 

Although critical of modernity as a capitalist expression, Dolci fought for the modernisation 

of Sicily through industrialisation, technological progress, and the emancipation of the local 

lower classes from the traditional structures of power and rural system that allowed figures 

like Salvatore Giuliano to thrive.57  

Half a century later, although grateful for Dolci’s struggles and partly because of them, 

Simona and Danilo’s permacultural site criticises the culture of disposability inherent in the 

type of progress he advocated. They seek emancipation from technofixes and industrial 

alienation through a reinterpreted rurality and meaningful relationality with the land where 

they live, to attempt connecting within webs of reciprocity. As Armiero reminds us, 

commoning is not only protecting the last remaining commons, but the practice of imagining 

new ones; commoning offers the possibility to transform one’s relation to place, not defined 

or bound by the wasted dynamics imposed by others (2022, 17:44).  

In the face of ecosystemic collapses and climate change, Thar dö Ling’s sustainable 

approaches to living are oriented towards careful (although messy, partial, non-innocent) 

attempts to reduce extraction or exploitation of the others, human, nonhuman, more-than-

human or so-called resources. From that 2011 permaculture-inspired shift, like the rivers that 

dry out each summer to return in autumn, in a similar back-and-forth movement, 

relationships flowed among their surrounding community. Meeting the neighbours, 

organising workshops to exchange knowledge, interacting with the local schools, little by 

little the place revealed possibilities beyond wasted relationships, beyond their unfinished 

Centre with mountains of detritus, beyond criminal dynamics and the mountains of rubbish, 

beyond the logic of anthropocentric productionism.  

 
56 Some of the chapter titles in Waste (Dolci 1963).  
57 Notably, both Giuliano and Dolci acted, although very differently, on behalf of local impoverished peasants. 

In Sicilian Lives (1981), Dolci mentions the evidence gathered around the ambiguities of Giuliano’s decline 
and mysterious death; evidence suggesting that Giuliano could have been a pawn moved by politics-mafia for 
the crushing of peasant movements for land access. By the same author, see also The Outlaws of Partinico (1960). 
For an historical biography of Giuliano, see Renda (2020).  
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In 2012, the Centre Thar dö Ling officially became an association of social promotion. Since 

its opening, the centre began weaving itself within the networks of WWOOF Italia (an 

organisation for homestays on organic farms) and the recently established Rete Permacultura 

Siciliana, the Sicilian web of permaculture (see footnote 48). Building on their deep 

knowledge of bioconstruction, in 2013, as one of the association’s first public interventions, 

Thar dö Ling partnered with the Sicilian project Reti di Lana [Webs of Wool], organising on-

site laboratories of sheep wool recycling. Wool, for a time classified as “special refuse”, is 

still considered a refuse that cannot be recycled, involving high costs of disposal that are not 

sustainable for many small farmers.58 A highly versatile material, until a few generations ago 

a particularly valued textile fabric, it is now devalued because of its low economic 

profitability. However, in light of revaluation and evolution within governmental objectives 

of sustainable development and circular economy, certain activities have been reintegrating 

wool within other energetic webs. For example, bioconstruction utilises wool to insulate 

buildings because of its renowned thermal property. Two years later, Reti di Lana went back 

to the Centre for an educational construction site with the intention of experimenting with 

Sicilian sheep wool for the insulation of some of the house’s unfinished rooms.   

In late October, close to the mosaic, kneeling down as I weeded a patch to plant a few rows 

of saffron bulbs, I could see where the donkeys’ faeces were decomposing mixed together 

with mounds of salvaged sheep wool, remains of those early workshops.  

3.3 (De)composition 

Soon after Simona and Danilo began conceiving the land through a permacultural outlook, 

they entered the rush of wanting to design the vegetable garden, which is one of the pillars 

of permaculture living: the garden of edibles as close as possible to the home, in zone 1, for 

the household food provision. Ideally. However, permaculture design itself emphasises the 

need to slow down, to observe and interact with a place according to the circumstances. As 

Ben Falk writes, “when beginning to plan a project and the establishment of systems, the 

primary task is imagination … Taking the time and mental space needed to do this both in 

the beginning and repeatedly” (2013, 25). So it was that after various attempts with different 

agricultural techniques that they noticed a long-abandoned, eroded and rocky territory 

needed time to be transformed into a productive vegetable garden in human terms. That is 

 
58 See “Isolare con la lana di pecora” (Esperienze con il sud 2015); on sheep wool as special refuse, see for 

example Camilli and Burgassi (2012); on sheep wool waste management, see for example Petek and Marinšek 
Logar (2020).  
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when the other side of food came forward: soil, the pedosphere, or the foundation of 

terrestrial life. Soil formation processes depend on a series of delicate shifting relationships 

between air, living organisms, rocks and water. As Puig affirms, the aliveness of soils is now 

a common leitmotif among scientists, practitioners and cultural imaginaries. Through this 

widespread awareness, it is becoming clearer that “soils are living worlds and that we should 

work together with this life rather than attempt to harness it” carelessly (Puig 2019, 392). 

This requires an understanding that “extractivism and productionism are still there, 

catastrophe all around, but their colonisation of all relations is resisted and disrupted by the 

creativity of care, opening ways to working together with soils as a multispecies community” 

(Puig 2019, 397).  

According to Puig, caring for communities of soil involves “the acknowledgment that the 

(human) carer also depends on soil’s capacity to ‘take care’ of a number of processes that are 

vital to more than her existence” (2017, 192). Thus, caring for soil means recognising that 

humans are not the only ones in charge. Indeed, in permaculture design, humans are invited 

to be aware that they are co-designers whose caring ethics are influenced by the place, the 

other beings, nonbeings and elements that are also in control. As Tsing writes, “Making 

worlds is not limited to humans” (2015, 22). Living in a semi-arid mountainous region. Living 

with the rocky desert-like Serra Canneto land, with not enough organic matter from a human 

point of view, generated the need to increase its presence in the soil. “Use small and slow 

solutions” suggests permaculture design’s ninth principle (Holmgren 2002). While embracing 

the idea of slowing down through various activities of decomposition—namely 

vermicomposting, bokashi anaerobic composting,59 vegetal mounds and donkey faeces piles 

—Simona and Danilo have been participating in a process of land regeneration they call 

“Missione S.O.S.”: the mission of (enhancing) organic substance in the soil. A mission that, 

much like Armiero’s commoning, involves not only caring for that which is already present 

but also imagining future possibilities and potentialities. We were looking at the pond during 

the water interview (the little lake will return in Chapter 6) as they explained,  

The presence of organic matter can increase the ability of water retention in the soil, up 

to around 20%. Clearly, the ultimate important reservoir is the soil: the more organic 

matter, the less I need to irrigate. That is why we’ve been investing a lot in the 

production … in the gathering of organic matter, and in the production of compost 

according to the materials available here, such as the donkey’s manure, the cooked herbs 

 
59 As taught by agroecologist Jairo Restrepo Rivera (discussed further in Section 4.1).  
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of distillations, dry and rotten branches that we find scattered, which we collect during 

clean-ups and so on.60 

Like the delicate mutual relationality that creates soil, weaving relations in a permaculture 

system is a back-and-forth movement depending on many variants that exceed the system’s 

planned circularity. As much as a designer can be moved by reparative imagination, only so 

many fragments of reality can be under their control, going beyond their human purposes. 

For example, composting is not a one-way journey towards an end goal. Like the reading and 

writing of this thesis, composting is best understood as a collaborative composition that is 

ever-returning: the decomposition of life that is birth that is death. Bethaney Turner and 

Wendy Sommerville write that composting “is messy. It is made up of transitions and shifting 

states of life and death, being and becoming, decomposing and regenerating” (2020, 242). 

As permaculture design emerges from more-than-human acts of communication with the 

land, its inhabitants and conditions, it can be understood within an ethic of “response-ability” 

(Barad 2007). This ethic “encourages a practice of making oneself available to respond 

without knowing ahead of time which phenomena will call one’s attention or what form the 

response should take.” (Martin, Myers, and Viseu 2015, 635). As this field work attempts to 

do, opening and turning towards the other means letting go, as much as possible, of 

prejudices, expectations and fixed patterns of thinking to welcome something, someone 

different with unexpected outcomes. Significantly anticipating the conceptualisation of their 

Mission S.O.S., and signing a pattern of connections between waste and water within Thar 

dö Ling’s design, after completing their 2011 PDC, Simona and Danilo imagined and 

constructed a compost toilet. This was designed to produce manure to be used in the olive 

groves as an exchange of gifts. From the grandeur of the house building to the down-to-

earth space for what is called human waste. As their website describes,  

The compost toilet is a simple dry toilet. Before understanding its utility, let us see what 

we do every day when we go to the toilet: 

1) We “flush the toilet” and dilute faeces and urine with drinkable water in the water 

closet, making the water polluted   

2) we direct this water, through kilometres of high-cost pipes, in costly purifiers to 

eliminate the contaminants 

3) we discharge purified water (provided the purifier works well!) in rivers or at sea 

4) we collect water from rivers or the sea to make it potable, with elevated energy 

and technology costs  

 
60 Water interview.  
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5) we reinsert the potable water in the circuit and… “flush the toilet”.  

Thus, we use a lot of water, spend loads of money and we have pollution problems. 

In a compost toilet everything ends up in a dry compartment, with no water usage, 

where the material waits for several months until it is transformed in an optimal topsoil 

to manure plants. So, the cycle is short: food comes out of our body in the shape of 

faeces and urine, deposited on the ground, transformed by the microorganisms in 

nutritious topsoil for the soil that feeds the plants that will give us food back. Not a 

drop of water is used.61 

In the history of humanity, it is only in the last 200 years that fresh drinkable water has been 

used to dispose of humanly produced organic waste. Greta Gaard asks, “Where did we get 

the idea that water was a place for waste? And how does that idea cohere with the fact that 

we need clean drinking water to survive?” (2001, 157). Gaard explains that although 

waterborne toilets were found among many ancient civilisations, it was not until the spread 

of the Industrial Revolution that the flush toilet became the common Western way to dispose 

of humanure. Large numbers of people moving from rural areas to densely populated urban 

zones pushed the need for the creation of sanitary sewages to take away the sewage material 

into rivers or lakes. One hundred years of pollution later, modern sewage treatments were 

invented (Gaard 2001). In doing so, the centre of the Western world certainly significantly 

reduced the number of gastrointestinal diseases that afflicted those ancestors that did make 

it into highly urbanised environments (Jewitt 2011). However, as soil fertility declines and 

sanitation and waste management remain uneven worldwide, it is important to notice that 

wastewater disposes of a huge quantity of potential fertiliser, turns available sources of energy 

into pollution (e.g., Conte 2008, Jewitt 2011, Krounbi 2018) and contributes to the 

sedimentation of wasting cultures. As mentioned above, the Thar dö Ling website explains 

that the excrement’s cycle in the compost toilet is “short,” from the body to the ground until 

the other way around in the shape of food. Certainly, a short time, as opposed to a long one, 

depends on the point of view. Months are involved in the process of decomposition. Instead, 

I could take the car, go to the closest agrarian shop or supermarket, and buy a sack of 

fertilised soil. Certainly, it will take less linear time. Although not less energy, therefore not 

less grey, embodied, hidden energy. The fossil fuels, the money, the travel—mine and the 

sack’s—and the new package I need to dispose of. At the end of the day, if I have a paid job, 

 
61 Thar dö Ling website, my translation.   
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I can regain a reproduction of those energies, but I cannot get back the time associated with 

the energetic investment within the fertiliser I have just spread out.  

Coming out of the house, I had worked out two routes to bring in the contributions. Without 

urgency, I could go straight from the doorstep under the olive patriarch to walk the path 

through the front orchard, meeting some of my favourite vegetal beings—sage, rosemary, 

lavender, geraniums—to be in the passing company of the chestnut, the gage and lemon 

trees until the fire circle. There I turned left, checking the young lavenders planted two years 

before alongside the old concrete wall that used to delimitate the flat area the old owners had 

produced, now the reminder that I had briefly entered zone 2. I crossed the unsealed road 

(see Fig. 2), went down a little ramp and there I was on the other side. The “more 

adventurous”, as Danilo called the northern side of the olive grove. Although, it was much 

more than that, like I am much more than human. From the first terrace, the widest one, 

again turning left, going under the pruned olive trees perfect for my short height, dribbling 

numerous acanthuses, sumacs and valerians until the turn right, which I descended to be in 

the second terrace where it stood. A wooden plaque on the door says “Laboratorio del suolo” 

[the soil laboratory] (see Fig. 4). As Danilo recounted,  

We realised it here because this is actually the tent area, the refuge area for people, 

therefore a comfortable place to be accessed at night. And we used the difference in 

height between one terrace and the other: so here one comfortably accesses it, and the 

material is collected below, where there is a small door. The construction started from 

scratch, from the cutting of the tree to making the supporting poles. We used materials 

that we already had—old doors, carpentry boards; we were missing the poles, so we 

went to the wood to take straight trees to make the supporting structure and then it’s 

quite simple; shingles to protect from water. The important thing is to have a space 

where to store the poo plus the sawdust used to cover it, and this is thought as a summer 

compost toilet, therefore, to be used by the tents’ users. So, there is only one opening 

and by the end of the season it stays there all winter to compost. Then, in spring, before 

using it again, we empty it and make some piles under the olive trees, where the 

composting is completed.62  

When I did feel the urgency, the other route meant cutting through the piazza and the 

adjacent zone 2, crossing the road quickly, jumping over the wired fence, and I was in the 

northern olive grove. A couple more jumps and the compost toilet appeared. Lift the wooden 

 
62 Olive grove interview.  
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toilet lid and notice the hole to the ground. There, after having reposed the excrements, drop 

a few handfuls of sawdust to absorb and cover with a carbon-rich material, and leave as 

came.  

 

Fig. 4: Laboratorio del suolo (Lepori 2019) 

Drawing on Masanobu Fukuoka’s agriculture of “do-nothing,”63 Simona and Danilo 

described the compost toilet’s management as “very simple” or “the management of not 

doing”. This echoed Bill Mollison’s (1988) permaculture principle of “minimum effort, 

maximum result”. Indeed, from the human point of view, after the initial effort of designing 

and building the compost toilet, I am left with the occasional maintenance and its rewards, 

while the rest auto-regulates. Although, in multispecies and elemental terms, someone, 

something else is constantly working to compost the human waste lying in the dry 

compartment. Thus, if the “not doing” perspective appears obsolete within discursive 

attempts to deanthropocentrise human relationships with the world, at the level of materiality 

it illuminates its ontology of care, which is “simultaneously noncare” (Zelinger 2017, 33). In 

this case, “not doing” does not mean carelessness but rather practising not to interfere. It 

means observing from a distance yet being involved. Engaging with decomposition is an 

opportunity to closely relate with more-than-human temporality and spatiality. With Thar dö 

Ling, it is an opportunity to appreciate life and death at ground level while commoning with 

 
63 Fukuoka’s ideas on farming, food and eating were expressed in his manifesto The One-Straw Revolution (2009), 

one of the famous books permaculturists eventually encounter.  
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and turning towards waste. Rather than having the toilet as one “shadow place” of human 

waste, the compost toilet requires an involvement conducive to forms of attentiveness.  

Through this composting toilet, waste is reimagined like zero waste, as human excrements 

are decomposed, feeding nonhuman beings that craft the soil that feeds the olive trees (and 

many others) that in turn provide energy to the other beings within Thar dö Ling. As Puig 

(2015) argues, making time for soil, or what she calls “care time”, exposes the irrelevance of 

a productionist attitude towards human-soil relationships. Care time is “not so much about 

a slowing or redirection of timelines but an invitation to rearrange and rebalance the relations 

between a diversity of coexisting temporalities that inhabit the worlds of soil and other 

interdependent ecologies” (Puig 2015, 709). Certainly, such a caring, multi-spatial and 

temporal attitude towards soil communities does not involve a complete abandonment of 

production goals. After all, I am still wishing to collect buckets of fertile soil. However, the 

goal ceases to be the protagonist of the intention. It becomes a strand within the thread of 

interconnected actions, like the finished Centre ceased to be the focus of Simona and 

Danilo’s labours or this thesis is not the major drive for this body-mind. A parallel can be 

drawn between the writing of this thesis and the permacultural site’s composition in that they 

are both moved (although in different and incomplete ways) by the desire to “multiply the 

possible visions, the imaginable lands” (Meschiari 2019, 22; my transl.) beyond the spaces 

and times of the two different texts. In moving with such a desire, shifting attention from 

human-centred linear goals, these compositions enact a decentring of the human while 

imagining possibilities of non-anthropocentric worlds.  

Twice in the fieldnotes, Danilo appears to have mentioned the sword of Damocles64 as a 

metaphor for linear time in relation to the Centre’s construction site. The sword, in his 

reflections, symbolised the sensation that time was running out, the sensation of a deadline 

over one’s head determining loss of hope and the capacity to imagine change beyond one’s 

individual life. As Tsing writes, “If we end the story with decay, we abandon all hope—or turn our 

attention to other sites of promise and ruin, promise and ruin” (2015, 18). Events like the debris’ 

recuperation epic or establishing the compost toilet “food chain” require amounts of time 

and energy that can only be appreciated by slowing down to notice the details, as in the little 

instances of sense that are not limited to human purposes. When existence is organised 

primarily by productionist narratives of urgency and constant emergency, or illusions of 

returning to pristine unruined landscapes, it is easy to forget that “the human world is an 

 
64 See “Damocles” in Encyclopedia Britannica (2019), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Damocles  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Damocles
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element rather than an end in itself” (Iovino, Cesaretti, and Past 2018, 4). Like the Thar dö 

Ling permacultural site is significant beyond the individual needs of the human inhabitants, 

this writing considers the collective impact of the recollected shared narrative in offering 

possibilities to imagine more response-able (Barad 2007), mutually responding, ways of living 

in/with more-than-human worlds.  

3.4 It Begins with Noticing 

There was a large communal room adjacent to my bedroom. The warmest room in the house, 

the emptiest and with most light penetration, as two of its walls were entirely covered by 

windows pointing south-west. Since my early days within Serra Canneto, I sensed its 

significance for the temporary life there. I call it the meditating room. Not the meditation 

room, but that which meditates on itself. Numerous events took place in that space during 

my stay. From Buddhist masterclasses to camping-style sleeping, from workshops to film 

screenings. It was a place that spent most of its time in the thingy solitude of things that I 

imagine, with the unfortunate flying insects lured by the light, only to be stuck with death 

should they not find the way out. Unfortunate for them, fortunate for spiders. Although, 

some moments of the room’s existence were filled with beings like humans doing something 

together. And their energy was also retained, melded with its own.  

From the meditating room, I began to listen attentively as one way to meaningfully relate 

with the place (Kato 2015), a way to attune to nonverbal and nonhuman interactions.65 

Listening to the rain as I observed it falling on the pines, the tallest trees that surrounded the 

house. As Kumi Kato writes, “Listening, in this sense, is a dedication of our attention to the 

sound and its source, honoring the time and space of its existence” (2015, 113). It was also 

the perfect spot to listen to the river that runs along the southern side of the land, Acque 

Colate. The noise was pervasive; I heard it everywhere around the house. I knew it was there, 

but I had not seen it yet and might not see it soon, for the rivers were going to disappear 

during the approaching summer. Quick, I hear it through the closed windows—strong, 

curving down—perhaps soon it will dry out. I must go find its running water. The air is damp 

and I can feel the wetness of the plants I encounter through my steps as hands brush along 

legs. I can feel them also because I touch them; I lean over them putting the face in their 

flowers to intrude a little bit as I ask permission to be there. There are many forsaken olive 

 
65 On listening as a non-anthropocentric investigative method and life mode, grounded in the Centre Thar dö 

Ling, see Lepori (2020).  
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trees, a couple of peach trees, I walked past a big fig tree coming down the stairs. It lives 

under the kitchen window. The narrow, steep path is first covered with pine needles, then as 

I move further down, the forest litter starts to appear. It becomes darker and woody, 

appealing to the adventurous trekking part within me as I step into an unknown forest. I am 

overwhelmed by the sensation that in such a little walk, 50 metres away from the front door, 

the place has changed enormously. It is rocky and steep. I am curving down, and the 

vegetation is getting thicker. It rains lightly. I like to be touched by the branches that meet 

my presence as I am being careful not to slip on carpets of wet leaves. I am enjoying the 

walk, but the fact is that the Acque Colate river is closer to the house and the thick vegetation, 

therefore more protected from the rain that keeps falling, rather than easier to reach. I might 

have predilections, but experience is influenced by a range of factors that go beyond personal 

inclinations. With not enough information upon my arrival, I interpret the river’s different 

morphology as I try to tune in with the weather conditions. The rain has made the terracing 

on the northern side a little slippery and somehow dangerous for my ignorant feet, so I am 

led to wait before visiting that area.  

Little by little, the connection with the land in Serra Canneto was established along the 

rhythms of the element that made Simona and Danilo choose the place as their home: water, 

as in the emerald pools that amazed them during their first visits. Water that is both abundant 

during the concentrated rainy periods and scarce during the long hot season. Water that 

within Thar dö Ling branches out into two streams, Acque Colate and Suvarelli (where the 

pools form every autumn, see Fig. 15), merging in the gully to go down towards the sea in 

the western gulf of Castellammare. The streams set the rhythm of watery comings and goings, 

showing the impermanence of things, beings, phenomena in the landscape; their back-and-

forth movements suggest the need to cultivate dimensions of connectivity and reciprocity.  

The Acque Colate and Suvarelli rivers have different meanings according to who and what 

relationship is involved. For humans, physically and politically, they signal the boundary 

between the claim over the land in which Thar dö Ling can exist and those lands next to it. 

On the northern side, the terraced hill after the river is an evident demarcation of the end of 

the property, whereas here, on the heel of the house adjacent to the stream, is grazing land. 

In Simona and Danilo’s permaculture design, the two rivers determine zone 5 of the system. 

That is, where they tend to avoid any intrusive practice and aim to leave space for wilderness 

or what is more appropriately a semi-wilderness or what is best called an idea of wild that is 

nor a wasteland and neither a pristine landscape. A liminal space, planned to be wild 



73 

inasmuch as it allowed. As in the rest of the system, meaningful relationships on more than 

one level. In the outlook of subverting the concept of waste from useless to useful, 

reimagining from valueless to valuable, as much as no unused wilder land could be called a 

wasteland, it would not be treated as a preserved space to be left untouched. The reduced 

human interaction with zone 5 is also functional and plays a valuable role in the general 

wellbeing of the permaculture system. Although the practice of attaching value, in the sense 

of commodification, is at the core of capitalist relationality, permaculture design offers 

possibilities to imagine what Tsing (2015) calls “collaborative survival”. For example, in a 

permaculture system, each element should be chosen and placed, following “relative 

placement” (Mollison 1988, 36) so as to perform as many functions as possible for the whole 

system. I soon learned that one of the defining principles of interactions within Thar dö Ling 

was that each action had to serve at least three functions. In comparing this principle with 

the practice of zoning (see Fig. 3), such attentiveness to planning might appear strict or 

unspontaneous. However, the more attention is trained, the more it helps in noticing the 

needs and scales of the others (de)composing the site. In late September, as the olive groves 

and streams interview was walked and talked, in the same spot I had descended in May, 

Simona said,  

Can you feel the nice air here? (Danilo: and all the mosquitoes) Because there is the 

stream. It signs the boundary of the property, and it is one of the margins of the whole 

land. It’s a particular zone because there are these big trees, then there is water. Even 

when there isn’t, its presence is felt as it is all humid. There are the typical plants of 

humid zone, and it is an important zone especially for wildlife. The animals find refuge 

here, among these trees, among these plants. They come to drink. We notice even from 

home, because when the migratory birds cross this area, they stop here. We see them 

passing. It happened with the starlings {storni}, the Eurasian golden orioles {rigogolo} 

—these yellow birds, really yellow canary (songbird), which you notice! So, we 

understand that this is a really important zone. And here the climate is all a different 

thing. Who lived here before us planted fruit trees and also olive trees, and they said to 

us that it used to be all veggie garden, here. Probably, there was also a water source, 

which came out of a stone.66  

Around and along Acque Colate, the planned wild serves as a barrier against the entrance of 

cows, horses and sheep. It is a “natural barrier”, as Simona and Danilo define it, useful to 

them but also to numerous nonhumans like the migratory birds they have observed over the 

 
66 Olive grove interview.  
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years. In this southern forest, every now and then, Danilo likes to engage in some minor 

managing interventions for the riparian area. His intermittent, low-interference interaction 

with the river in collaboration with the trees has meant the dynamic preservation of its banks, 

which in some parts had started eroding due to the ancient drystone walls crumbling. Moving 

a few steps forward, Danilo explained,  

In the beginning, we had to remove the brambles because, like in the olive grove, they 

arrived till here (a couple of metres high, he shows holding up his arm). So, we took 

them away also to make this area more accessible and usable. Besides, when the wind 

brings down some poplar’s fronds, I usually put them in the river because these 

branches act a bit like cages for the sediments. The sediments get stuck among the 

branches, and therefore new vegetation grows. So, it is a minimal time investment. 

Additionally, we observed that sometimes the poplar fronds that fall down, together 

with humidity, allow mushrooms to grow, and we have also had big feasts on them. 

Pioppini {poplar mushrooms}, pleurotus {a type of oyster mushroom}; various fungi 

attack the dead poplar wood, and they are all good to eat. Another idea is to make this 

whole area available. Besides, this stream has a sweeter morphology because we are 

between the calcareous side and, on the other side, a clayish zone. So, the river lies 

exactly between these two confines.67 

The day before my mother came to visit me at the Centre Thar dö Ling, Danilo, Michał and 

I are again in the southern semi-wilderness. We are touching the carob tree that lives together 

with black cherry trees, old pear trees, persimmon trees, hawthorns, hundreds of species 

between planted and spontaneous. The carob is almost hidden, quite imposing and very 

inviting. Its trunk is the colour of black soil, yellowy leaves, lichen patched and laden with 

what the English language calls locust beans. They are dry, ready to harvest. Foraging the 

frugality of coming home with a carrier bag containing only what I need, what I can afford 

to take home. Hunting for food, tracing the routes that others have trodden before me. 

Somewhere along the path was a cord, Giorgiana’s sign of escape one of those nights she 

managed to reach the sweet pods. This high-energy food is something we have in common. 

Conveniently for us, the tree grows between two terraces, so it is quite accessible to our 

varied heights. We branch out around it, trying to meet its many suffering branches. Suffering 

is what I imagine, it is not what I see. What I see is that this carob is knotted, gnarled, perhaps 

lacking space and sunlight.  

 
67 Olive grove interview.  
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It is the second day my mother is here. This morning we began cleaning the olive groves in 

preparation for the olive harvest, our actions alternated by abundant showers of October 

rain. It has stopped, so Mamma and I are dedicating our time to the last bit of cleaning in 

zone 1 in front of the house. This is where the vegetable garden will be one day once enough 

organic matter is accumulated. We are removing the remains of the debris that still occupies 

the ground of the left side among geraniums, lemon and gage trees, near Tarti the turtle’s 

home, close to the mosaic piazza where a few mountains of detritus still exist. I have engaged 

in this job other times over the past month. Although strenuous, I enjoy its repetitive 

character. Although seemingly monotonous, because of the privilege embedded in the 

temporary engagement with it, I enjoy the meditating state it offers to me. Scraping the 

ground with a rake, making small mounds, shovelling them up on the wheelbarrow, 

transporting them to their new destination, coming back, starting over. Now that rains will 

be frequent again, little tender grass will come out to cover the ground and work the soil with 

their roots. We are also removing bramble shoots, the opportunistic vegetal inhabitants of 

untamed spaces, those resisting even the donkeys’ stumps and bites. It used to be full of 

prickly Marian thistle when I arrived. Then, about a month ago, as part of their weeding 

functions, Dondolo and Giorgiana entered this area to feast on the dry weeds and prepare 

the ground for our work. We are making a new piazza, a small square. A platform. Once the 

wheelbarrow is full enough for us, we will take it across the road towards the end of the 

northern olive grove. There, Danilo has begun creating a flat area with this waste material, 

accumulating layer after layer of the last remains from the previous two houses. Over the 

platform, one day, there will live a stupa, a mound-like monument that Simona and Danilo 

received as a present from the Muni Gyana Buddhist Centre of Palermo. Another layer of 

gift exchange, like the gratitude of being with my mother as we prepare two grounds for 

events we will not see.  
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Chapter 4: Food, Who Eats What Eats Whom 

31/07/2019 

Three funerals 

in the past seven days. 

 

One was a chicken 

brown female, 

time not even to see her alive, 

under the brambles already dead 

cut to make space, 

we to make a pit, 

them to make soil. 

 

One was a sapling 

young alder, 

growing around the pool, 

suddenly 

we found it a stick, 

now it rests in the water 

becoming. 

 

One was a chicken 

too little to ruffle with that faint look, 

alone in a small cage, 

he ate before the envious eyes of his equals 

except in death. 

At the foot of a prickly pear, 

We dug his recomposition. 

  

Three funerals 

in the past seven days. 

 

Having woven a few more-than-human threads already, this chapter continues to read the 

Thar dö Ling landscape recollecting the materiality of food from the point of view of soil. 

Moving in the site, food is interpreted as soil gifts through the recurring concepts of time, 

care, attentiveness and energy. Gathering food in a permacultural site could concentrate on 

anthropocentric perspectives; for example, by looking at ways of production or at the ethico-
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political meanings of alternative eating habits associated with a permaculture lifestyle. 

Although these aspects form part of the context, the focus is on thinking with food as 

emerging from elemental and multispecies soil “communities” (Puig 2019). In fact, guided 

by food situated in the Thar dö Ling design, I was led to consider feeding the soil to reflect 

on who eats what eats whom. That is why this chapter reads food through elemental and 

multispecies perspectives grounded in the relationships with the nonhuman soil makers and 

unmakers, the donkeys Dondolo and Giorgiana, and the bokashi compost pile. Where does 

food come from? Who are the beings that feed humans? How is life digested, decomposed 

by life to make more life possible? What is food’s relationship with death? Through these 

questions, soil deanthropocentrises my lenses as I read the food I eat as a consequence and 

a gift of the soil that eats. Without the soil, all these thoughts, you, I, and these electronic 

devices that facilitate our communication, would not be imaginable. Ultimately, thinking with 

food in the Anthropocene should not be disconnected from reflecting, remembering, 

recalling the soil makers and unmakers from which it came.  

4.1 Feeding the Soil 

The camera is on. It is a windy day, so we are sitting on the warm wooden floor of the 

meditating room. Speaking informally, Simona looks at Danilo and says, “do you remember, 

we collected la mierda de vaca?” Danilo smiles, “yes, from Marceca, because Jairo didn’t want 

the mature one, but the fresh one, just made.” Looking at us, he explains: “to make some 

organic fertilisers, you need the just-come-out poo, let’s say within 24 hours. So, we went 

there with big buckets in the little Suzuki…”. He bursts into laughter. Simona joins him and 

continues, “with the poo that overflowed from the buckets”, moving her arms to mimic the 

undulations of the car on the winding mountain road.68 They laugh wholeheartedly, and the 

interview unfolds. They were not sure there would be too much to say about composting, 

but without realising it, the interview flowed as a narrative recipe for the bokashi hot 

compost, adapting the method of agroecologist Jairo Restrepo Rivera to Serra Canneto.69 

From the open window at Simona’s back, if standing, I could have seen the compost pile 

composed only a few days before (see Fig. 5). As the interviews were to be recorded while 

performing other activities—fulfilling Thar dö Ling’s three-function principle of interaction 

 
68 Bokashi interview.  
69 Jairo Restrepo Rivera is a renowned agronomist, founder of ‘La Mierda De Vaca,’ an initiative and online 

platform dedicated to organic regenerative agriculture, agroecology, and the rescuing of old peasant 
knowledge. Simona and Danilo met him in 2015 during a course held in Sicily. Since the encounter, they have 
been applying some of his advice to their composting activities.  
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(see Section 2.4 and 3.4)—originally, we were supposed to gather the bokashi ingredients, 

compose the pile and record the interview. However, the weather conditions did not permit 

the microphone to work properly. So, we ended up registering indoors.  

As observed over the months, Simona and Danilo enjoyed using what they called “mental 

maps” as working tools. Therefore, these became part of the interviews to visualise the 

material-semiotic connections that were going to be mentioned (see Section 2.4). As agreed 

for all interviews, prior to the recording, we sat at the multifunctional kitchen table and co-

created a map with the help of previous lived experience, in this case the compost pile 

composition. On the piece of paper, the bokashi recently assembled participates in the 

mapping process suggesting possible routes of conversation. After the laughter, Danilo 

recounts the bokashi as follows,  

There’s a general recipe, but as you go into the role that each ingredient plays, you can 

substitute the various ingredients with those that are easier to get hold of. The advice: 

the closer the material to your place, the better.  

The bokashi is a hot compost. It needs three main components: manure (we used that 

of the donkeys), straw or any carbon material, and clayish soil. A third in volume for 

each part. Then there are smaller quantities of other ingredients needed to activate the 

fermentation, which happens in the process of transformation, and these are: either beer 

yeast or sourdough, as a starter of organisms that begin to transform the organic matter; 

sugar or honey (we used some honey that was slightly fermented), to give the organisms 

some initial food to begin their reproduction. So, their population grows and is then 

able to digest the whole mass, which needs to be at least one cubic metre.  

During the first days, the temperature reaches sixty degrees, it can even go beyond, 

although this peak is not advised because it can kill that very life that created it. Thus, 

the function of turning the pile is not only needed to better mix the ingredients, but also 

to maintain a constant temperature.  

The other interesting ingredients are ash, which brings in the mineral component from 

the alkaline earth metals that remain in the wooden ash, and crumbled charcoal. The 

charcoal, being a substance with many cavities, allows the life of microorganisms to 

have a house. Thus, when the compost matures and is then transported and spread in 

the land, they can continue to reproduce from those nuclei. As alternative ingredient, 

because we didn’t have charcoal, we used triturated cork panels (a residue of the house’s 

construction site), which has a similar function, it being very porous. Soil from the 

forest, the forest litter, to capture the microorganisms that belong to the place where a 
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person lives and starts the compost pile. A bucket is enough. These microorganisms are 

moved in a pile where life is truly thriving. So, the ones that will be reproduced are those 

that were already apt to that climate. Thus, when the bokashi will be used to transplant 

trees or shrubs, or in the garden, there will already be families of microorganisms that 

belong to the place and are therefore more suitable and will do their work better. 

Regarding the fibrous part, we have all the cooked herbs that we distilled, so they are 

included as components of cellulose fibre.70     

Within permaculture design, the attachment to the ingredients’ locality, also known as 

locavorism,71 is inspired by the attention to flows of energy within the system of Thar dö 

Ling.72 Similar to the zoning subdivision (see Section 3.2), there is a need to consider patterns 

of movement in terms of energy and time investment. If to start the pile of compost, we had 

to travel (burning fossil fuels for this purpose only) to buy every single component (that 

demanded other fossil fuels for its production and transportation to the shops), the bokashi 

would stop making sense within the context of this permacultural site and its atmospheric, 

economic, historical conditions. In the outlook of fostering cooperation and reciprocal 

relationality—as in the meaningful relationships mentioned in the previous chapter—being 

mindful towards energy consumption illuminates the need to be attentive to the place with 

which one is living. In this respect, the eighth principle, “integrate rather than segregating” 

(Holmgren 2002), offers guidance. While considering “the connections between things are 

as important as the things themselves”, it focuses “on the different types of relationships 

that draw elements together in more closely integrated systems” (Holmgren 2017, 166–67). 

Local living permaculture-inspired attitudes favour living and dealing with the most 

immediate surroundings, not only to reduce one’s energetical footprint in the world but also 

to engage in partial and situated caring relationships with it.   

Living in Serra Canneto with a rocky semi-arid land, signalled that for humans to pursue 

agricultural, horticultural and silvicultural activities, the increase of organic matter in the soil 

had to be encouraged. Together with the compost toilet, the bokashi compost is one of the 

ways Simona and Danilo have been participating in land regeneration (see Section 3.3). In 

the attempt to avoid dependency on external inputs that require higher levels of energy, the 

 
70 Bokashi interview, Restrepo Rivera’s recipe as adapted within Thar dö Ling.  
71 Locavorism is the practice of eating food that is produced locally. As observed in Cook and Ryan (2015), 

“locavorism is often framed as a form of ethical consumer resistance to the control of food by transnational 
corporations, as well as a personally rewarding activity” (378).  

72 To continue pointing out that permaculture design (or this thesis, for that matter) is not exempt from 
capitalist relationality but rather works in combination with it to challenge it (Centemeri 2019), I note Janine 
MacLeod’s (2013) reflection on capitalism’s use of watery metaphors that emphasise the act of flowing.  
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first step is to look around and notice what can possibly be reintegrated within the system, 

to (de)compose other relationships within its design. Within Serra Canneto, there are dead 

vegetal beings, fermented honey, phytodepurated water, rests of building materials and 

donkey faeces: all recyclable things and elements that, if refused, could otherwise be 

considered wasted (at least by humans). As Danilo expressed,  

The power of the bokashi in this sense is the regeneration of life in the soil, as to 

grow plants we need to care for the soil, and here we can draw on one of the ethics of 

permaculture, which is earth care. If you want to grow good food, you need to be 

attentive to the soil that is the matrix through which plants develop. Thus, this making 

together, inserting microorganisms, feeding them, giving them a home, is really caring 

for life, which in circle you will be given back for your nutrition.73   

In her seminal book Silent Spring, Rachel Carson poignantly refers to soil as a “patchy 

covering over the continents” (1962, 61). Soil, she writes, is what controls human existence 

and “that of every other animal of the land” (Carson 1962, 61), emphasising that without it 

land plants and animals could not survive. In a few environmental humanist paragraphs ante 

litteram, Carson moves between space and timescales to explain the interconnection of soil 

and life, “for soil is in part a creation of life, born of a marvellous interaction of life and non-

life long aeons ago” (1962, 61). Her writing clearly evokes the image of Earth as a planet of 

mutual relationality, where things exist in reciprocal coessentiality, where nothing is fixed. 

Things are in constant becoming within immanent processes of taking and giving back, 

where everyone and everything is an active agent. As Emanuele Coccia writes, “immanence 

is not the relation between one thing and the world, but between things. It is this very 

relation, the reciprocal immanence that binds things to one another, which constitutes the 

world” (2016, 93; my transl.). In a view of interconnectedness, soil rhymes with life. If life 

interconnectedness continues to be denied by lack of reparative imagination, it is only a 

matter of time before soil and life break down. A matter of time is also a matter of space. In 

a world where life depletion and collapse are becoming more and more dominant because 

of mostly anthropogenic causes, it is evident that (some) humans have been taking more than 

they give back. At the turn of the 21st century, after efforts to harness soil’s fertility 

accelerated the rhythms of agricultural production, soils began to be neglected, depleted, 

becoming more and more “endangered living worlds” (Puig 2015, 692). Productionist 

approaches to life—like the modern industrial agriculture inherent in modern eating habits—

 
73 Bokashi interview.  
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are predicated on anthropocentric misinterpretations of time and space scales.74 As Puig 

observes, “the tension between production and sustainability at the heart of soil science 

involves a clash of temporalities: between acknowledging soil as a slowly renewable entity 

and the accelerated technological solutions required by intensified production” (2015, 699).  

Large-scale industrial agriculture embodies the delusion of indefinite growth. Growth, the 

quicker the better, is paired with increased productivity. Growth, in neoliberal capitalist 

systems, is a vertical line that becomes taller and taller; it is a horizontal line that becomes 

deeper and deeper; it is an underground line that goes ever more downward. As if an end 

was not to be reached. And perhaps it will not, in a linear sense, from beginning to end. In 

the context of this work, recalling Barad’s (2007) ontology of agential realism, given that 

reality does not precede what she calls “phenomena”, it can be inferred that there are neither 

starting points nor finishing lines but continuous becomings. As Carson also wrote, soil has 

been “taking part in cycles that have no beginning and no end” (1962, 61). However, as much 

as it is true that soil is an ongoing happening, it is evident that constantly taking from soil 

without ever giving back, can eventually lead to its death (French 1995).75 As already 

mentioned, when life’s capacity to regenerate itself wanes, its “partnership” with death breaks 

up, leading to a “double death” (Rose 2012, 128) that prevents further becomings.76  

I visualise the seed box I left at my mother’s place, full of small jars of varied dimensions. A 

coloured box containing the seeds Michał and I gathered over the years together during 

exchange days, from friends, community gardens and cultivated plants. I remember all the 

gardens I worked with, mostly small-scale organic cultivation, with an attentiveness to the 

gathering and reproduction of seeds as the matter of hope.77 The game of agencies, what I 

 
74 For environmentalist critiques of large-scale industrial agriculture, see for example Holt-Giménez (2017), 

Moore Lappé (2021), Rabhi (2014), Shiva (2016).  
75 On “soil regeneration”, see also Montgomery (2017); on reciprocity towards soil communities and nonhuman 

beings, see for example Wall Kimmerer (2003).  
76 Currently, the sixth mass extinction. For environmental humanities reflections on “extinction”, see Rose, van 

Dooren, and Chrulew (2017), van Dooren (2014, 2019).  
77 In 2017, before the travel that led to meeting Simona and Danilo, I participated in the opening of the House 

of Seeds of Sardinia. In a post I wrote for its blog (2018), a passage contains a sketch of some of the topics 
expanded in this thesis: “Let us become cultivACTors, as in people who care to do. Here you are in agriculture 
evolving spontaneously into agroecology as in practices of cultivACTion that mutually interact with the 
ecosystems in which they develop. And how do we collaborate for the agricultural ecology, if the very farmers 
have almost forgotten how to self-preserve/reproduce the seeds? To reproduce a seed is the magical act that 
holds life. Magic that cannot be reduced to the purchase of envelopes of unknown seeds. To regenerate 
knowledge is at the basis of life. It is her who, if we want to, takes us to consciousness_ to the awareness that 
without food sovereignty there is no independence, and that sovereignty is intended as having the freedom 
of self-management at least of the primal act that generates our energy.” Although today I would choose 
different words to express such concepts, in the above somewhat idealistic fashion is exposed one key point 
of my land ethic: food security.  
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do with the garden and what it does with me. A play in which, by carefully moving, learning 

to wait, when to interfere, learning and accepting the back-and-forth movements of 

cultivation as in relation, I will enjoy that food I am trying to harvest. I visualise all this—the 

box, the gardens, the seeds—as I realise that both Thar dö Ling and this thesis are part of 

the same attempt of imagining regeneration, making time for soil time through care time 

(Puig 2015), cultivating hope (Van Dooren 2019). Traces of reparative imagination 

movements as my mother collects offcuts, shreds, pieces of fabric, I gather seeds, more-

than-human threads and words that craft possibilities of reciprocal modes of living. Simona 

and Danilo collect organic matter in the soil. To gather, one needs to care, to relate, attending 

to existing and potential relations. In reading the Thar dö Ling collection of organic matter 

through the first ethic of permaculture, “earth care”, I interpret feeding the soil as a practice 

of care that offers both a critique of productionism and opportunities of elemental and 

multispecies reciprocal relations. As seeds are gathered with attention for the vegetal beings’ 

world-making while imagining future acts of planting, practices of care are inextricably linked 

to hope. In van Dooren’s sense, hope is not “an internal feeling, an optimistic psychological 

state” but rather “a mode of worlding” and “a work of care for the future” (2019, 208–09).   

 

Fig. 5: Me turning the bokashi pile from one spot into another (Krawczyk 2019)  

4.2 Imaginative Endeavours 

There is a hidden place near the row of cypresses where the nursery is that the children call 

“il ristorante” [the restaurant]. The cypresses, mostly Cupressus sempervirens or 
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Mediterranean cypress, signal the end of the plane area where one of Thar dö Ling’s borders 

physically exists. The trees are a separation living in the liminality between this land and the 

neighbouring one, as the terracing resumes going down the hill along the gully (where 

Simona’s father, Giuseppe, lives). On one side of the cypresses is the nursery, the composting 

bays where the bokashi pile is turned and the phytodepuration system with the pond. On the 

other side is the sight of lichenous rocks, Italian buckthorn alternated with holm oaks, and 

to the left, the knowledge that the carob tree lives close by in the planned wild that I cannot 

see from this position. Being small, I can easily access the restaurant to find out what it is 

like. Entering this cavernous refuge, mostly the meshwork of the trees’ branches and the 

terracing’s difference in height, I disappear from the visible patterns of humanly lived spaces 

around the house. From the flows of movement according to amounts of energy. There are 

chopped logs that could serve as tables and mounds of rocks, of which the biggest and flattest 

allow seating spots for those who are able to sit on them. It might as well be a fallen section 

of an original drystone wall or terracing; I do not ask. I am more interested in the opportunity 

to slow down that this niche is gifting me within zone 2. On one of the tables, there is a 

bowl-like terracotta vase. Somebody must have ordered food. I look inside: dry and fresh 

leaves, pieces of sticks. A forest litter soup. It is a children’s play, but also an adult’s one. I 

sit and imagine eating habits tracing their origin until (de)composition.  

Again, I look into the vase. Ants are moving inside. It is this terracotta pot that takes me to 

the origin of food as I have learned to understand it: the soil. The death of life to make other 

life. This restaurant is the metaphor for well-stratified images of food—a banana, a pizza, an 

apple, a curry, a kebab, some rice, a steak, some tomato sauce—and the relationality that 

happens in time and space, some place, before I can have food in the stomach. “If you are a 

poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper,” wrote Thich 

Nhat Hanh (1988, 5) to express the meaning of the word “interbeing”. In his explanation of 

the composition of a sheet of paper, he moves through it to encounter the elements that 

constitute it—sunshine, rain, loggers, minds, soil—concluding, “as thin as this sheet of paper 

is, it contains everything in the universe in it” (Hahn 1988, 5). Through his intellectual 

meandering, it becomes evident that the sheet is totally made of non-paper elements in 

connection with each other. Likewise, if I acknowledge the many and multilayered parts I am 

made of, to view this human body-mind as the many nonhuman ingredients that shape this 

me, I glimpse visions of multitemporality and multispatiality. As Wright observes, “I am 

reminded that my body is the result of millennia of coevolution in a creaturely world” (2017, 

36). Thus, drawing on the concept of interbeing, I rephrase the sheet of paper into the forest 
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litter and what it transforms into. As thin as this layer of soil is, it contains everything in this 

universe in it. Thin are the leaves contained in the vase, but within them is the password of 

the oxygenation through which the ants and I can live.  

As already mentioned, Thar dö Ling does not have a vegetable garden (see Section 3.3), and 

this absence initially destabilised the ideas I had been feeding on. Permaculture worldwide is 

so often associated with gardening that a permacultural site without a garden seems 

incomplete, like an author without a published text. As much as permaculture strives for the 

whole system design to achieve a closed energetic loop, one’s system remains open and 

unpredictable in its elemental and multispecies complexity. Possibilities of connection can 

be woven, but as van Dooren reminds us, “the world is not ours to “sort out”, to order 

unilaterally to a particular vision of how it “should” be” (2019, 124). Despite the initial efforts 

to “sort out” the place by the book, when Simona and Danilo rushed through the design of 

a vegetable garden in zone 1 (see Section 3.3), the land’s feedback told them that a different 

perspective had to be adopted. Thus, becoming with the land of Serra Canneto suggested 

the design of Thar dö Ling had to veer to the soil first. That is, rather than thinking how the 

soil was going to feed humans, humans had to consider how to feed the soil. Through the 

Mission S.O.S., soil making is the activity of (de)composition in which all beings and 

elements participate, albeit with different intentions, favouring the presence of organic 

matter. Although initiated by human motivation, within the system as circularly planned by 

Simona and Danilo, the increase and improvement of the organic substance in the soil is 

recognised as the labour of nonhuman others: plants, donkeys, water, sun, earthworms, 

among the soil biota.  

It is relevant to notice, as Anna Krzywoszynska writes, that the structure and functioning of 

soils are still largely unknown.78 Raising concerns about the consequences related to altering 

soils for “improvement”, she notes that enlisting soil biota as labourers is “likely to reproduce 

and may reinforce the existing dynamics of domination and exploitation of environments” 

(Krzywoszynska 2020, 231). The ontological dispute around soils can be collapsed, as 

Krzywoszynska proposes, to illuminate the productionist aspect of both capitalist and 

sustainable land management practices with anthropocentric attitudes, underscoring the 

problematics of identifying humans as the primary managers and producers. Certainly, 

anthropocentric managerial and productionist approaches to life deny other beings the 

 
78 Soil biota includes “bacteria, archaea, and fungi as well as the meso- and macroorganisms such as soil animals, 

and the plant and animal life with whom they form complex relations” (Krzywoszynska 2020, 229).  
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capacity to act in the world, to make the world with intention. The commonly used 

expression “land management” already presents how (certain) humans are generally 

positioned with respect to land. Indeed, the very imaginary of the Anthropocene seems to 

signal how Earth has been managed badly so far (lately), implying that management is 

primarily associated with humanity and all humanity indistinctively is a bad manager. 

However, to complexly consider who and what “manages” the land, then fungi, rocks, 

bacteria and vegetal beings, among other earthly inhabitants, with the omnipresence of the 

elements, should be acknowledged in such a process of co-constitution. Such an 

acknowledgement leads to realising that despite its unequal anthropogenic origin, this 

epoch’s ecological destruction is also co-constituted, pointing to the uncomfortable 

understanding that “capital is produced through the lives and bodies of nonhumans and not 

only in opposition or conflict with them” (Krzywoszynska 2020, 245).  

Walking in the olive grove in sunny late September, we stopped among some of the recently 

pruned trees. While checking the status and activities to carry out before the coming harvest, 

Simona recounted the first interactions she and Danilo had with the place beyond the house,  

When we arrived in this place, we almost didn’t notice that there was this olive grove. 

Also, physically, because the trees were almost submerged by brambles and disa. They 

are even small, so we didn’t see them—only the canopies that came out from the top. 

In the beginning, the first operations were to allow them to emerge, therefore cutting 

the blackberries, cutting the disa, until they showed up. Besides, it was the period 

preceding the olive harvest, so there were olives and to me it was like a gift. These trees 

welcomed us with an amazing load of olives—that is how we had our first harvesting 

experience. During the initial years, as we concentrated on the house works, this (olive 

grove) was like a garden where to go for a walk. We didn’t have other ideas about it. 

Thus, we only harvested the olives that they gifted us. We didn’t do treatments, we 

didn’t do pruning, it was all left as it was – we simply did the weeding, especially because 

of the fire issue.79  

As already mentioned, at the beginning of the Thar dö Ling project, Simona and Danilo did 

not interact with the land through a systemic outlook (see Section 3.1). Although she already 

conceived olives as “gifts” from the trees, the main approach towards the grove was 

concentrated on the taking: taking food, as in the fruits of the olive trees; taking other beings’ 

lives, as in the weeds so as to reach the trees. An example of the evolution of their thinking 

and approach can be seen in how they approached the grass. In fact, since the beginning of 

 
79 Olive grove interview.  
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their project of inhabitation, Simona and Danilo faced the problem of keeping the grass low, 

as Thar dö Ling exists in a fire-prone region (see Section 3.2). Along with the hot seasons, 

most grasses—predominantly the bunchgrass disa80—dry out unequivocally, becoming 

carpets of highly flammable matter. After the encounter with permaculture design, Simona 

and Danilo learned there were different ways to satisfy the need of the low grass, particularly 

through the introduction of herbivore animals. Having imagined the place as a complex 

system from which sustaining energy could emerge, they started thinking about what kind of 

animal they could insert into the system. Like for the bokashi pile, the intention was to 

counteract the constant flow of external inputs for the activities of weeding and fertilisation 

related to the groves. As noted in Chapter 3, over their stay, the previous inhabitants planted 

extensive olive and fruit groves around the two houses, leaving the invaluable gift of grown 

trees to the future inhabitants. However, to nurture the developing trees that would have had 

a hard time growing in such a rocky terrain, the old landlady had to periodically acquire cow 

manure to scatter all over the groves. Moreover, the area to be weeded was so widespread 

that manual weeding was not accessible, thereby requiring the costly use of fuelled 

whippersnapper and mowers. Conversely, in looking to diminish dependency on fossil fuel 

economies, permaculture design teaches humans to notice and imagine all possible 

relationships among the existing constituents of a given system before relying on external 

energies. To achieve a certain level of resilience within the attempted independence from 

fossil fuels, at times new beings, elements and entities are introduced. Thus, following years 

of observation and interaction with the land at Serra Canneto, Simona and Danilo opted for 

the introduction of two donkeys. Once again sitting at the fire circle in front of their stable, 

I listen,  

For all of the herbivore animals we made a functional analysis, listing the characteristics, 

needs and products. By the end of this analysis, we realised that most likely, the animal 

more apt to our situation was to be the donkey. The donkey is an animal that originally 

comes from rocky deserts and this place is quite similar to a rocky desert, also by looking 

at what type of herbs are present and how donkeys live. So, we attempted their 

introduction. The principal function of this animal would have been that of weeding, 

but there was another function that we knew: increasing and favouring the presence of 

organic substance in the soil—our Mission S.O.S.81  

 
80 The disa (Ampelodesmos mauritanicus) is a pioneer plant that used to cover much of the land of Serra 

Canneto prior to the introduction of Dondolo and Giorgiana. It can be invasive, and is a sign of the soil’s 
significant organic matter deprivation.  

81 Donkeys interview.  
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According to Mollison’s (1988) manual of permaculture, the “functional connection of the 

elements” is a planning process to determine the functions that each element can perform 

within the system.82 This is directly linked to the idea of the “relative placement” (see Section 

3.4), which suggests a design should weave elements together so they can perform more than 

one function for more than one relation. Although Mollison clearly states that elements “do 

not confine their functions to our design concepts!” (1988, 31), it can be objected that the 

very idea of “placing elements correctly” reiterates the above-mentioned pattern of the 

human being in charge as the primary creator of a system. There surely is an unsolvable 

discrepancy between the desire to be part of one’s system of inhabitation as equal to other 

beings and the inevitable need for management to serve one’s vital needs, placing the human 

designer in seemingly hierarchical rather than egalitarian relationships with those other 

beings. Like the tension that vibrates in sustaining whole systems, as a permacultural site 

somehow aims to be within the open-ended system of life; like the idea of working with soil 

while the soil biota is inevitably transformed as a resource for production. Yet, within such 

tensions, I am interested in the windows of possibility to unsettle human centrality. In 

admitting that to live, humans, like any other living and nonliving entity, must alter the 

environment, the issue becomes how to do it well, with reciprocity (van Dooren 2009, van 

Dooren and Despret 2018). In this sense, as van Dooren writes, humans need “new 

approaches and sensibilities for crafting multispecies communities on an Earth that is for all 

of its living—and other-than-living—forms” (2019, 125). Similarly, Danielle Celermajer et al. 

propose that “multispecies justice insists on the need to account for other beings, with their 

own radically diverse life projects, capacities, phenomenologies, ways of being, functionings, 

forms of integrity, and relationalities” (2020, 127).  

Seen as a process of imagined interaction, the “functional connection” underscores Simona 

and Danilo’s attempt to go beyond their short-term need, in this case the weeding, and 

engage with the needs and scales of others whose services they depend on in mutual 

reciprocity. In fact, much of the work of observation and interaction in permaculture is 

devoted to anticipating patterns and qualities of relationships both existing and yet to be 

formed. As Meschiari explains, biologically, imagination is a cognitive faculty “that plays a 

role in the causal comprehension of the physical world” (2009, 3). This shows that “reading 

animal as well as environmental signs requires not only competencies stored in the memory, 

but also faculties of analogical projection, prediction, mental imagery and imagination” (2009, 

 
82 Notably, as they began reinterpreting the place through a permacultural outlook, Simona and Danilo applied 
the functional analysis to themselves too, in order to understand how they were going to reorganize their lives.  
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11). Imaginative endeavours are at the core of permaculture design and its conceptualisation 

of time and energy. Overall, it is considered a successful design that ensures the effort put in 

the system’s creation is not outbalanced by that needed for its management. Thus, the 

attentiveness to more-than-human perspectives and scales illuminates another aspect of hope 

in relation to care, which is “provisioning” (van Dooren 2019, 209). As van Dooren writes, 

“hope grows and expands as we actively care for the future … within the context of the 

many, always unequal constraints that shape our possibilities” (2019, 209).  

In light of the Thar dö Ling permaculture connections, the introduction of the donkeys is a 

heuristic solution to burning fossil fuels through mechanical weeding. That is, Dondolo and 

Giorgiana were evidently introduced because they offer a renewable service—their work for 

the humans—while eating to support themselves. As simple as Simona and Danilo explained, 

“it’s either the donkeys or fossil fuels” (in conversation). However, even if the interaction 

between Homo sapiens and Equus africanus asinus can be somehow planned and managed, 

it is not reduceable to a descriptive, prescriptive, binary relation because of the spontaneity 

and unpredictability of agencies. Once it is recognised that agency is not a characteristic of 

human beings only, then who manages who, what plans who, can be reconsidered from the 

immanent perspective of co-constitution (Barad 2007, Coccia 2016). Certainly, the 

multispecies relationship between Simona and Danilo and Dondolo and Giorgiana is as 

much utilitarian as it is a coexistence where both species need to adjust to life’s continuous 

unfolding and evolving. Thus, two humans decided to bring two donkeys within their above-

mentioned Mission S.O.S., but this event can be turned to notice that such a decision was a 

response determined by the long periods of “observation and interaction” with the land of 

Serra Canneto. In other words, the very idea of the humans as the ones in power can be 

shifted to see how the site, with its beings, elements and entities, has also been directing the 

course of the humans’ lives. I recollect the meaning inherent in the word “landscape” (see 

Section 1.2.1), which suggests land’s shaping agencies. Rather than a fixed, defined entity—

a landscape as scenery—I emphasise these shaping relationships from the viewpoint of the 

constant formation processes of land being shaped as it shapes. That is, the continuity within 

processes of relationality, where the boundaries between the shaper and the shaped are not 

as defined as they might appear. Such recognition of distributed agency reveals that it is not 

a generic donkey in a generic land, but Dondolo and Giorgiana with their will and character 

that shape the land as they prefer, as others allow. As they choose what to eat, where to go 

and not go, to search for a cool climate and where to defecate; they live their own life within 

the possibilities and movements of other lives and nonlife. As I have stated elsewhere, 
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[The donkeys] have their desires and their rainy days, they favour sweet juicy food if 

they can choose, they have their spots, they can be obedient or rebellious. It can get 

messy. One night they might escape and decide to eat all those tasty pears that were 

almost ripe. (Lepori and Krawczyk 2020, 89)  

 

Fig. 6: Excursion with Dondolo and Giorgiana (Lepori 2019) 

4.3 The Donkeys and I 

When Dondolo and Giorgiana are grazing, at times they disappear from our sight. When 

they reappear in our proximity, it is a favourable moment to deliver a snack. Our way of 

acknowledging their presence, of cultivating the relationship; their way of recognising us in 

the place, tuning to our movements, our voices, understanding that we are or could be 

available. They look at us while chewing some straw as I keep listening,  

When the donkeys arrived, we thought about subdividing the available land in different 

zones, still contained within those that in a permacultural project are the zones 3 and 4. 

Zone 3 is the olive grove and zone 4 is the future food forest. Initially, the grazing areas 

were very rich – except for those little areas that we weeded –, strongly vegetated zones, 

where they found abundance of food. This is what we called the phase 1 of the donkeys’ 

introductory period. Also, let’s start by saying that we introduced the donkeys imagining 

that we’d never buy food from outside. Thus, we had considered the number of 

donkeys, two in this case, proportional to the size of the land and the type of pasture. 

Indeed, we thought they would have to sustain themselves with what they could find in 

situ. This was possible for the first four years since their introduction, precisely thanks 

to the presence of those virgin zones, as we call them, with thick vegetation. After the 
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fourth year, we observed that they cut down those virgin zones and that the plants’ 

capacity of regrowth was not balanced compared to the amount that was eaten. Thus, 

the plants, the soil couldn’t be at pace with what they were eating, so, in what we call 

the phase 2, we decided to extend the grazing areas, by accessing other plots of 

neighbouring land. Obviously, the management became more complicated. After a few 

years, exactly this year, we have entered what we like to call the phase 3. We fenced an 

area adjacent to the stable, creating a little paddock where we decided to leave the 

donkeys for quite some time. At this stage, we’re buying strawbales, hence we have an 

external food input, and they are going to graze in particular moments to carry out the 

weeding function. So, now the management is completely changed. Clearly, for them 

life is a bit more difficult because they like to walk, to move, and having to stay—even 

for long periods as 10/20 days—in a small portion of land is hard. That is why they 

sometime escape at night, because they want to be free.83 

Michał and I discard the outer leaves of the cauliflowers while discussing matters at the front 

door. Who will have the GoPro on, and in which position? Should we talk or not? We intend 

to film one of our first feeding interactions with Dondolo and Giorgiana. They hear our 

actions and start braying as we fold the long leaves and put them in the plastic bowl that sits 

on the kitchen counter. Inside there are some food scraps. The bowl has been collecting 

since the beginning of the day: remains of breakfast, half-morning nibbling, lunch. Organic 

waste that is food for others. I gathered that Dondolo and Giorgiana are the main receivers 

of the food scraps we leave behind. Every now and then, scraps also go to the vermicompost 

near the bokashi pile in zone 2, but the worms’ times of eating and digesting are certainly 

slower than the donkeys’ and they do not require that much feeding. So, at some point of 

the day, depending on where they are, one of us goes out to deliver the unexpected snack. 

Danilo also told me that, particularly when they are grazing, it is best not to feed them at a 

recurring time, or I run the risk of creating an expectation, a pattern in their memory. 

Whereas, when they live in the paddock, a sheet of strawbale is fed to them every morning 

and afternoon, and a big bucket is filled with water because Dondolo likes to drink plentifully, 

so we need to ensure there is enough for Giorgiana too. As life is enclosed then, it is 

important to create moments to look forward to, “shaping the work of turning time into 

space” (Ogden 2011, 76). In the paddock, it is important to have consistency and an eye for 

details: the straw, the water bucket, the daily salutations, the acknowledgement through gaze, 

touch, or words. The donkeys are aware of and mostly respect the agreement of not escaping. 

 
83 Donkeys interview.  
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If and when they want, they can and do run away both from the paddock and the grazing 

land. They mostly stay because a caring relationship is continuously being established. Now, 

in the grazing land, they are free to wander in designated areas where the lower vegetation 

has been left to grow after their last visit.  

In their ethology, Dondolo and Giorgiana walk the stony land, eat, and leave behind precious 

excrements in the shape of urinary liquids and balls of fermented vegetal matter (see Fig. 6). 

This is the second function that Simona and Danilo cherished for the Mission S.O.S., their 

ambulant fertilisation favouring the organic matter in the soil. Like human food scraps, their 

organic waste becomes food for others. The donkeys’ eating (any eating) is an act of 

interaction with the others making and unmaking the landscape of Thar dö Ling and with 

the world at large. Eating connects beings transcorporeally to the food (other beings) they 

incorporate and its various processes of digestion, whether these happen through gut 

microbiota or by bacterial and fungal processes of decomposition on the ground. During 

their wanderings, the donkeys eat the grasses like disa (Dondolo’s favourite) and other vegetal 

beings. That is, they unmake other beings in the land, which they then excrete back to the 

ground from where they came, transformed and enriched with enzymes and bacteria. Acting 

as catalysts for the activity and vitality of the soil, their movement in the site is part of a 

collaborative land shaping that is a process of regeneration inseparable from 

“deconstruction”. Regeneration, in this more-than-human inscription, means the continuity 

between life and death, the possibility to create new life from the decomposition of previous 

life. It is taking and giving back. Like the elements in the bokashi pile of compost, the 

donkeys’ faeces and urine are decomposed (or eaten, depending on whose point of view) to 

craft the soil that in turn nourishes the beings of Thar dö Ling, themselves included.  

Participating in processes of land regeneration is an imaginative exercise that involves 

reciprocal practices of care that include practices of hope. In van Dooren’s words, 

Hope is an ongoing effort to cultivate the conditions for a better future … Much more 

than an anticipation of or a simple desire for a coming good, hope is an effort to care 

for that possibility in committed, practical, and situated ways. (2019, 209)  

As Simona and Danilo read the signs of the land they inhabit, they interpret them and reply 

in the form of a design that requires imagining with an attentiveness for more-than-human 

spatial and temporal scales. Enacting such imagination, for instance, by turning the bokashi 

pile that will become fertile humus means engaging with hope. Like gathering seeds, 

envisioning how that transformed compost could nurture the nursery of plants that will be 
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transplanted in the various zones of the site means engaging with hope. Hope that the grown 

plants will also be able to provide food to sustain Dondolo and Giorgiana. This is not an 

abstract well-wishing hope. It is a material-semiotic endeavour based on prolonged 

“observation and interaction” within elemental and multispecies relationships, and one that 

promises no guarantee of “a smooth harmonious world” (Puig in van Dooren 2014, 92). As 

Simona mentions the future of their collaboration with Dondolo and Giorgiana, she is 

already envisioning how their relationship might evolve in conjunction with other beings 

involved in the landscaping,  

Obviously, we do not wish for this phase (buying food from outside) to be definitive. 

The project is that of creating grazing systems spread all over the land. The food forest 

will be one of those. In the food forest’s project, we are also considering planting 

vegetable species suitable for forage. Our idea is that the donkeys will keep being with 

us also because we need to weed some areas of the land, like the olive grove, which also 

facilitates the harvest, but we’d also want to reduce or eliminate external food because 

there will be other species, like hedges, trees and so on. So, the bidimensional pasture 

we hope that one day it’ll become tridimensional, considering height too.84 

We leave the front door behind, Michał with the GoPro over his forehead in the attempt to 

film his hands carrying the red bowl. I hail the olive patriarch; we turn left, walking past the 

turtle Tarti’s house, I say hello to her, noticing that she is taking a sunbath by standing on 

her hind legs against one of the walls of her box. With her head out of the shell, the tiny eyes 

half closed. She appears to be enjoying it. With the camera on, our actions are doubly limited 

by time and focus, so we proceed swiftly cutting through the mosaic piazza, then the road, 

reaching the little descent into the northern olive grove where we had spotted Dondolo and 

Giorgiana. They are already in reception, waiting for somebody they had heard approaching. 

We still do not know how to touch them with confidence and respect, so the cauliflower 

leaves become the interceding element allowing our interaction. My spontaneous way of 

physically connecting is by feeding them. That is when I get to touch their soft brown and 

white muzzle that sometimes shows strong white teeth ready to taste my hand, ready to 

receive the food. They are used to seeing different people within Thar dö Ling. However, I 

wish to respect that they are now digging into their leafy snacks. Crunch crunch crunch 

crunch, chewing, chewing, chewing, filming. Cut. The GoPro is switched off. Michał and I 

spend a few minutes checking the videos through the little screen. The donkeys look at us, 

 
84 Donkeys interview.  
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doubly hearing our bodies, present and through the sounds of the electronic device. We say 

goodbye and leave them be.  

Their bray still echoes within me. The many nuances of their different sounds. Sometimes it 

is like a motor that is grinding forward, looking for ignition. Other times I compare it to the 

inflation and deflation of an accordion. Stuttering before the word comes out in its plenitude. 

Once I talked with Simona about the animals understanding our language; she is convinced 

the donkeys know when we are talking about them. She also mentioned the honeybees: 

“sometimes, when we are in the kitchen discussing something to do with the bees, and the 

window is open, they come to say ‘hi,’ they buzz around for a while and then go out by 

themselves” (in conversation). Likewise, she said it is because they are aware we are 

mentioning them. Yet, interestingly, one of her typical remarks in relation to the donkeys 

stumbling through their bray was “they’re missing speech” (in conversation). How many 

times have I spoken along similar lines, unconsciously manifesting the ingrained belief that 

it is animals, nonhumans more generally, that lack something? In echoing the previously 

mentioned discrepancy within belonging to one’s system as both manager and equal to other 

beings, Simona’s comments illuminate the tensions at the heart of human and nonhuman 

animal relationship. Such tensions are reflected in Thar dö Ling’s permaculture design, which 

attempts through imperfect choices to live well with the others. These discrepancies between 

human and nonhuman animals were powerfully expressed by Rose, who asked,  

If we are like them, do we lose our sense of having a unique origin and destiny? If we 

are not like them, are we isolated? If we do not belong with them, with whom do we 

belong? To whom are we accountable? Where are the boundaries of our ethics? Where 

are the boundaries of life, death, thought, experience, knowledge, empathy, concern, 

intelligence, communication, love? Who are we when we are with them, and then again, 

who are we without them? (2011, 48)  

Although I know that I am not like the donkeys, a necessary awareness to acknowledge the 

unevenness of our relationship, I belong with and am accountable to them as inhabitants of 

Earth. Certainly, so long as I live with them within the agreements of the Thar dö Ling 

temporary community (see Section 2.4), I am becoming responsible for them. Together with 

the other humans, I am responsible for their feeding and drinking, be it by bringing the food 

scraps or ensuring the vegetal regrowth by enclosing them in the paddock. Although the 

latter act might seem less “caring” than the nurture of food and water, it is still a practice of 

care through which the donkeys (and the whole system) will benefit. In other words, making 

sure other beings also have opportunities to thrive in and shape the land means that at a later 
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stage, Dondolo and Giorgiana will be allowed to enter those areas where growth has 

happened. That growth, as in the other beings’ gifts in the land, becomes the donkeys’ new 

grazing area as it is simultaneously fertilised and weeded. Although, as previously noted, the 

hierarchical power of the human can be easily emphasised, writing that the donkeys are not 

directly responsible for our nutrition, nor have they decided our whereabouts, I have learned 

to recognise what their roles mean for us, humans, by being attentive. I recognise that the 

care and domestication are reciprocal, and we humans are also working for them. It is the 

donkeys’ eating-walking patterns that also decide where I can or cannot move in this place. 

Certainly, I am not the one in a paddock, but the paths I walk are those they have been 

forging with their heavy presence, remarking on the ground where bigger bodies can or 

cannot go. As they keep the spontaneous vegetation at bay through their eating and 

movements, I can find my way around.  

When Simona and Danilo realised that Dondolo and Giorgiana had significantly reduced the 

thickly vegetated areas, the issue was not only the donkeys’ feeding but the plants’ space and 

time to support themselves. Ingold (2011) writes that humans are in the “tapestry” of the 

world, human becomings woven with other becomings in an intricate, delicate web, a web 

composed by unromantic and uneven relations. Weaving relations in a permacultural site, 

like every art, is messy and imperfect. The messiness and imperfection serve as reminders 

that reciprocal practices of care, in their very binding act, are always non-innocent and 

compromised.85 Having to fence an area to build a paddock was not part of the original 

permaculture design, yet it was a sensible solution at a multiscale level. Indeed, as 

permaculture suggests, design changes and updates should be taken as the ability to accept 

and respond to feedback from the system; its fourth design principle being “apply self-

regulation and accept feedback” (Holmgren 2002). This is a system continuously in 

formation, therefore one that cannot be defined once and for all, permanently. Rather, the 

emphasis is on weaving a system of relationships through partial and imperfect practices of 

care for the whole system to sustain while being sustainable. As the donkeys arrived to 

heuristically unsettle fossil fuel dependency, they ended up posing the problem of their 

sustenance when their relationship with the land unfolded in unimagined ways. So, Simona 

and Danilo resolved to buy one hundred strawbales that arrived last week. A rectangular 

mass of golden wheat that fell as a mound from the truck that brought them down to the 

fire circle (see Fig. 7). The strawbale mountain the material embodiment of further 

 
85 For an environmental humanist reflection on care, see van Dooren (2014).  
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imaginative endeavours, which involve foreseeing how much Dondolo and Giorgiana will 

eat in one year until the next wheat harvest; and moving from Thar dö Ling to Cooperativa 

Agricola Valdibella, where the organic Sicilian wheat grows, also to produce the pasta that is 

eaten at home, to trace the flows of energy within the humans’ and nonhumans’ eating needs. 

In contrast with romanticised ideals of ready-made self-sustaining closed systems, the 

strawbales are the closest external input with the lowest energetic impact to ensure the 

landscape’s capacities for regeneration. Placing the donkeys, as the makers and unmakers of 

soil communities, in direct relation to the food that grows (olives and other fruits) and will 

grow at Thar dö Ling raises crucial questions around agency—who eats what eats whom—

but also, as already mentioned, the unescapable fact that relationships need to be cultivated 

at more-than-human levels. As Simona recalls,  

What did we observe since the donkeys’ arrival? Since the beginning, after the first year 

of their presence, we observed an increase in the species biodiversity. For example, I 

clearly remember the first mushrooms, which appeared on the poo’s litter. It was an 

incredible thing, because they were in a place where we had never seen them before, 

and where mushrooms probably wouldn’t have grown.  

Besides, we started observing the appearance of plants like St John’s wort, which we 

had never seen before. An increase of oregano, which was already present, and it 

increased. This because the donkeys decreased those species, like the disa, which were 

predominant, overshadowing and preventing the other plant’s growth. In this way, 

other species could make their way in the land.86   

 
86 Donkeys interview.  
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Fig. 7: Unloading the strawbales (Lepori 2019) 

4.4 Caring is Relating 

These days, Michał and I are alone with Thar dö Ling. We have been building a relationship 

of trust with Simona and Danilo for a couple of months, and it feels rewarding that we were 

left to take care of the whole place. Feeding the nonhuman animals, watering the plants. 

There are multiple sides to the event of our hosts’ absence. After many years of 

domestication by Serra Canneto, our presence meant Simona and Danilo could go on holiday 

simultaneously with the rest of their families, while we could “turn time into space” to 

experience this place without explanations, with no other human but each other.  

Today we went down to the Suvarelli river from the food forest North, after having watered 

it. We climbed over the fence, the piece that is composed of an old mattress mesh, avoiding 

touching the rusty barbed wire that since yesterday is electrified. We reached the donkeys 

passing through the dry riverbed among a lattice of entangled bushes of broom, disa, spiny 

broom and other plant beings. We have not heard them today, nor have we seen them, 

imagining them in the upper part of zone 5 on the other slope of the hill. Yet, why would 

they be among the scrub under the sun? The river made more sense, so we followed the trail 

where water flowed not so long ago, adjusting our steps to a territory so far unexplored. One 

step, two steps. Thum. Three steps, four steps. Jump. Heartbeats. Scratches on the arms, 

feeling of anticipation. What if they escaped? After all, that is why the old barbed wire and 
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the wired fences got electrified, to contain the risk of their escape while we are alone with 

Thar dö Ling. Another reminder of non-innocent practices of care.  

We find them standing in the fresh dryness of the sand pools among flies and horseflies. 

Their composure is admirable. At least our presence gives them a break. The flies can also 

have us to feed on for a while. Our blood, the invisible food for others. They hurt, they hurt 

like a needle pinch these Diptera insects. In Italian they are also commonly called the 

equivalent of horse fly [mosca cavallina], but their actual name is tafano, which rhymes with 

trapano [drill]. Trapani, drills, is how the humans refer to them within Thar dö Ling. When 

they have had enough, Dondolo and Giorgiana shake their heads, twitch their manes and 

every now and then swipe their docks with their tails. They are not still, but they stand for 

periods in the same position, occasionally stomping one of their feet, their hooves sinking in 

the sandy ground. Gentle sound. They look at us in a moment of weird recognition. Do they 

know we are alone? It is the two of them and the two of us. The feeling is pervasive that we 

are in their space, in their territory. I do not perceive that we are invading, but I sense that in 

these conditions, on our second visit, we have little to do with them there other than saying, 

“hello, nice to see you, have a nice day”. So, after a couple more sighing sounds, we leave, 

trekking back home as we retrace the riverbed with some plastic rubbish in our hands. 

Carried litter, reminiscence of the water, found in the sand pools together with mounds of 

poo. Their poo, like the other ingredients for the bokashi compost pile, is valued for its 

future uses, the embodied energy it retains and can be reintegrated into the system. As 

Simona had explained,  

When they graze, they do it wherever. Obviously, it results in it being scattered all over 

the land, except for some piles that they choose as proper toilets. Although, in general, 

it is more difficult to collect it, also because some areas of the land are distant. In this 

case, as they spend more time in the stable’s proximity, we find ourselves having a great 

quantity of poo all together, which we clearly need to, I dislike saying “dispose of” 

because it’s not the exact term, we need to transform it and reinsert it in the system. At 

this stage, the donkey’s poo that is concentrated in the stable becomes the propulsive 

element for the fertility of zone 1 and 2, which are those closer to the house, those that 

we live more and that will be more densely cultivated with edible plants.87 

It is our first night alone. I am in the kitchen, sitting at the multifunctional table thinking and 

writing about caring for somebody else’s place. I think of those young saplings on the rocky 

 
87 Donkeys interview.  
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hill of Thar dö Ling, and I am immediately taken back to the word hope. Hope is a word 

useful to think with care, and to write of imagination. What kind of action is it to plant a 

food forest that might take years to grow up? On its southern side, eucalyptuses and acacias 

on that hard offering soil could take 10 years to develop a wide canopy. They will need time, 

certainly to become useful in human terms. To make essential oils, to provide the honeybees 

with enough nectar for their honey production, to be grown enough to have Dondolo and 

Giorgiana grazing again in those areas without too many worries. They, like the row of young 

lavenders in the olive grove, like the solitary honeyberry trees in the upper parts of zone 5, 

are protected by a steel mesh that circles the plants into cylinders. It is a necessary caring 

practice for them to be caged, lest they are eaten by the inquisitive donkeys when they wander 

around. Thinking of the plants when they will have grown up is not only imagining in terms 

of results, outcomes and the future ahead. I am also considering the effort placed in the care 

for those plants that I might not see for a long time, or ever again. Yet I will reach them in 

my head. I will see them in this text. The nostrils are alternately entered by the perfume of 

the chocolate cake I made in the afternoon—Sicilian Timilìa wheat flour, brown sugar, and 

chocolate provenance unknown—and by the plums and pears I collected yesterday 

afternoon (see Fig. 8).88 These juicy plums in the local dialect are named “prune ‘e core” 

[heart plums] and the pears remind me of parts of home. My mother’s village, the 

countryside, the old relatives, words in the Gallurese dialect like “pirastru”, as in a pear tree 

that used to be tended and after the human abandonment became wild again, its fruits 

becoming tangy in taste and rougher in texture. Half of them with worms inside. The old 

people said it was a sign that they were healthy to eat. I could not understand what they 

meant, but I feel closer to them now. Now that I am here. It is like finding a piece of what I 

call myself that has changed. Finding a memory of something, someone that contributed to 

my formation and noticing how I changed, yet recognising that it is still me. Like walking the 

same path more than once and noticing a stone that was not there yesterday. Maybe the 

donkeys moved it. Like remembering food as soil gifts that connect me with the life and 

deaths of others, other soil makers and unmakers, other (de)compositions that made this life, 

this narrative, possible.  

 
88 “You cook with what is available in your area” Simona would say. Even though in Simona and Danilo’s 

household most of the foods were sourced locally from small-scale growers and, when possible, in bulk, 
exceptions were made for some products to accommodate the needs of others, like the children or guests.  
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Fig. 8: Pear and plums collection from the favourite tree in the mosaic piazza (Lepori 2019) 
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Chapter 5: Plants Gatherings 

14/07/2019 

I TELL 

SPEAK 

GATHER 

MAKE 

INVOLVED 

BODYMIND 

DISTORTED 

AND THEN DIVERTED, 

ABSORBED 

I FLATTEN/STEP ON 

INSECTS, ANTS, LITTLE SPIDERS 

TRACES OF DEATH 

BALANCING 

ON LIFE. 

5.1 The Refuge of Vegetal Beings 

This chapter considers the all-encompassing significance of vegetal beings within Thar dö 

Ling, finding refuge in plants as caring, relational beings.89 I recall Haraway’s timely phrase, 

“the earth is full of refugees, human and not, without refuge” (2015, 160), as she discusses 

Tsing’s reflections on the current impossibility of finding spaces and times of refuge, and I 

think of plants. I think with plants. Although a refuge hints at ideas of protection, even 

separation, and the possibility of leaving something/someone outside, imagining plants as 

refugia can provide a more exposed point of view. Understanding plants as refuge beings 

offers opportunities to grasp the different times and spaces for life regeneration. In this case, 

“refuge” is not a protecting mental and physical place to run to but a site of exposure.90 A 

site for encounter. As plants remind us, life happens by being always immersed, always 

 
89 The idea of refuge is threaded with plants across different disciplines. For geologic perspectives, see Haffer 

(1969), Stewart and Lister (2001); in global change biology, see McLaughlin et al. (2017); in plant philosophy, 
see Irigaray and Marder (2016). This section’s title is inspired by Luce Irigaray and Micheal Marder’s chapters 
titled “Seeking refuge in the vegetal world” (2016). Instead of “seeking”, I use the verb “finding” to emphasise 
that the refuge offered by plants is not to be sought, but rather acknowledged.  

90 However, I recognise that the meaning of protective place, as suggested by the land’s morphology, the 
geographical area and its human histories, initiated these reflections. Throughout my stay, Simona and Danilo 
often pointed out that due to its mountainous isolation, the Valley of Sagana had been providing different 
kinds of refuge to humans across time: from prehistoric caves to hideouts for outlaws, from city dwellers 
seeking fresher air to themselves seeking a more sustainable way of life.  
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exposed, even when temporarily concealed, like in the hidden ristorante near the nursery, 

through the transcorporeal act of breathing the air. Moving is not needed to benefit from 

the caring refuge of plants, as I remain—if I am on land and with some aeration—immersed 

in the air they produce. Indeed, breathing is my primary way of exposure to “continually and 

alternately gather the world into ourselves and release ourselves into the world” (Ingold 2015, 

42). Thus, exposure is the vector to comprehend the vegetal world as refuge.91 

Acknowledging the refuge offered by plants is a conscious inquiry into the transience and 

transcorporeality of existence, but also another way of engaging with practices of care, hope 

and the imagination these require. Although Simona and Danilo express their acts of planting 

as designing acts, with a perceptible emphasis on their own human agency, they are likewise 

aware of the agency the vegetal beings exercise on their and other beings’ wellbeing. In 

showing how Thar dö Ling’s permaculture design has been weaving within multilayered 

relationships within vegetal beings, this chapter is a movement guided by plants encountered 

in different parts of the site.  

On the terrace of my mother’s home, where I grew up, there is an old, chipped terracotta 

pot. For years now, it has been living in front of my sister’s French window. Inside there 

grows a calla. I have always known that it came from Zia Antonia’s house, but recently I 

discovered another part of the story. Or I deliberately forget bits and pieces so that I can 

hear my mother telling it again. The calla that Martina cared for has been regenerating itself 

from the original bulbs for the past 80 years. My great aunt, a young Antonia, is standing at 

one corner of my grandmother’s living room. She smiles at the camera while touching one 

potted plant that I did not meet, and to her left is a thriving calla that I recognise. My 

grandmother died in her 50s, and by then, my mother had long moved to the city. It must 

have been then that Zia Antonia decided to take her sister’s plants to her house. The calla 

was particularly dear to her as it had been planted by another sister, Mariangela, who died at 

19 years old of tuberculosis. There is an expression in Italian, “mettere a dimora”, which 

translates as “bedding out” in English and does not sound the same. The youngest sister had 

created a dwelling for those calla bulbs in that pot, which after her passing would have been 

one of the few things left with her memory. As she had fallen ill, she was taken to a 

sanatorium in another village, approximately 100 km from where the family lived. It was 

during World War II, it was another geographic area within the region and there was not 

much fuel available. Google Maps tells me that today with light traffic, I could reach Bonorva 

 
91 For philosophical and ecocritical perspectives on “exposure,” see for example Alaimo (2016), Cohen and 

Duckert (2015).  
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in around one hour. When Mariangela died, nobody could go and visit except my great-

grandfather Salvatore. My mother once told me, “imagine the sorrow of coming back with 

the news but nobody with you”. Zia Antonia and my grandmother Caterina had told my 

mum that their parents wept in grief every night for two years for that lost daughter buried 

far away. I try to imagine. Yet what seems to matter today is that Mariangela’s, Caterina’s and 

Antonia’s hands and spirits continue to emerge every spring in my mother’s and sister’s 

hearts through the calla’s flowering (see Fig. 9).  

 

Fig. 9: Calla, Spring 2022 (courtesy of Pina Filia) 

What does it mean to care for a plant throughout multiple lifetimes? That calla is not the 

same calla of 80 years ago, like the care it gives and receives today is not the same as when 

those bulbs entered that terracotta pot. It keeps transforming. It regenerates by entering 

different shapes. This is what plants do, in a “constant act of somatic bricolage” (Coccia 

2016, 24; my transl.). Somehow, this is also what life at large does. It finds whatever 

possibility, form, space and time there is to exist, to continue living. As Ingold reminds us, 

“life is open-ended: its impulse is not to reach a terminus but to keep on going” (2011, 83). 

To expand the web in which everything, everyone is immersed. Imagining life moving, 

shifting among different spaces and timescales resonates with Rose’s (2012) reflections on 
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the “multispecies knots of ethical time”. Rose suggests a different understanding of time, 

bringing her insights grounded in “events in country” (2012, 129), as shown by the 

Indigenous peoples she researched with in the Northern Territory, together with James 

Hatley’s philosophical work on the “murder of ethical time”, as in the extinction of the 

intergenerational connections that bring life forth through gifts of energy, care and time. In 

doing so, Rose articulates life as a gift made possible through “multispecies offering at the 

intersection of sequential and synchronous time” (2012, 128). Illuminating that life emerges 

within both sequential (generational) and synchronous (specific moments) “temporal 

patterns”, Rose (2012) writes of the responsibility and ethics inherent in such life. In her 

words, “all living things owe their lives not only to their forebears but also to all the other 

others that have nourished them again and again, that nourish each living creature during the 

duration of its life” (Rose 2012, 131). Similarly, Wall Kimmerer notes that “we are all bound 

by a covenant of reciprocity: plant breath for animal breath … in a continuous giveaway of 

making, unmaking, and making again the earth” (2013, 383).  

So, I go back to the calla to introduce the vegetal topic of this chapter, grounding it in the 

inheritances I was gifted from my mother and my great aunt, and the gifts they shared across 

lives and times. Caring for the calla is caring for the soil, is caring for the pot, is an 

introduction to the plant caring within Thar dö Ling. Noticing that plants, by way of living, 

have been sharing the gift of life since they were able to do so is crucial to grasp the “ethical 

time” in which life is lived, hence the responsibility towards everything that supports it. 

Caring for plants is one way to return the gift, for plants have been caring for humans and 

will continue to do so, given the appropriate atmospheric conditions. As such conditions 

suffer anthropogenic alterations, it is incumbent upon humans to understand what it means 

now to care for plants across time and space. Like the interconnectedness of soil with life, 

“our lives as well as those of every other animal on this planet, depend upon the plant world” 

(Mancuso 2018, ix). As Stefano Mancuso writes, most humans may be aware that we breathe 

because of plants, but “how many people realize that oil, coal, gas, and all the so-called 

nonrenewable energy resources are nothing more than another form of energy from the sun 

that was trapped from the plants millions of years ago?” (2018, ix). While it is not always 

possible to provide protection and shelter to each and every individual life, plants provide 

refuge for life processes at large, for life as it regenerates and sustains itself across generations. 

The refuge of plants also holds the memories of shared stories.  
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5.2 The Edge of Care 

Within Thar dö Ling, some of the plants draw attention and care more than others. Certainly, 

the young ones I have been watering regularly, particularly in the summer months. I do have 

a penchant for the saplings of Eucalyptus globulus—the Tasmanian eucalypt, the Blue 

Gum—but attentiveness is surely influenced by the caring responsibilities that guide me 

towards them.  

Such a caring depends on the systemic design of numerous potential and existing 

relationships. These Blue Gums are almost two years old, so they have almost reached the 

age to attempt to survive without constant irrigation, waiting for the sky’s offerings. In the 

watering duets with Simona, I learned that generally, irrigation happens steadily during the 

first two years. Then, it is gradually reduced. This approach is also part of “the management 

of not doing” (see Section 3.3) that inspires many of Simona and Danilo’s movements in the 

land. So, cultivated plants are brought close to the extreme of their existence to become 

accustomed to the unpredictability of the weather without being too reliant on human labour. 

Signs that “not doing” means selectively applying care where and when it is most needed. In 

fact, these saplings live at the feet of the apiary, in zone 4, which according to its permaculture 

design should require very little human energy, hence reduced human movement. This is also 

the food forest South. The Globulus enjoy warmth because of their Australian origin, so the 

more exposure to the sun, the better (see Fig. 13). As companions, there are also three acacias 

planted around the same time. A small group growing together at different rhythms 

according to their position. Indeed, they share the same space, albeit with conditions that 

change from one metre to the other: exposure to the winds, the sunlight, the flight paths of 

bees and other insects, the donkeys’ and humans’ passage, among others. I can now tell by 

glancing at their leaves and trunks: some of them are struggling more than others are thriving. 

On this rockier, steep part of the hill where the wind is felt strongly, there is no high 

vegetation. The moonlike morphology of the terrain is patched with bushes, mostly pink 

heather and the pioneering disa, which, having been reduced by the donkeys, is alternated 

with viscose inula and other spontaneous plants. The sun on these summer days can be quite 

hard on the saplings, which still have not branched their canopies out. Under the ground 

too, I imagine roots having a hard time extending because of the thin layers of soil more 

exposed to erosion. Although plants are always labouring, taking care of other lives 

indiscriminately, practices of care within a permaculture systemic design inevitably favour 

some vegetal beings over others. As Etienne Benson et al. remind us, “care troubles easy 
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antagonisms: it is ambivalent and never innocent, insofar as it creates and often depends 

upon unequal power relations. While it can be life-giving and nurturing, it can also be violent 

and even murderous” (2017, 7). Further, a functional weaving of connections must 

acknowledge not only how much care I can dedicate to them and that “we cannot know 

everything” (Mollison 1988, 31), but also that plants’ growth does not depend simply on 

human caring.  

Within Thar dö Ling’s permaculture design, finding refuge in cultivated vegetal beings is a 

relating process that involves imagining across temporal and spatial scales in accordance with 

different kinds of caring. If such imaginative efforts point to the ambiguity and non-

innocence inherent to permaculture caring ethics, they also recall hope; hope that the woven 

relationships will work out well on multiple levels (see Section 4.2). For instance, 

understanding that the olive grove was not only a place for olives, for walking, for wood, but 

also a place for foraging, for the aromatics, involved imagining how different beings, 

nonbeings and elements will coexist together in a landscape in constant formation. On the 

day the interview was recorded in the olive grove, as Simona was explaining that it had been 

energetically inserted in zone 3 because “it doesn’t need frequent visits”, she noticed and 

spoke of the coexistence of multiple temporalities in a space made of terracing,  

Since the production of essential oils is one of the things we like to work at, zone 3 is 

an optimal space to put the aromatics. Obviously, it’s not all that simple: as the donkeys 

are here, these must be plants compatible with their presence. Thus, after a series of 

reasonings, we understood that at least for the time being we will plant lavender and 

rosemary, for they are shrub-like plants, therefore more resistant if they give them a 

bite. Clearly, they would come inside the olive grove once the plants are cut for the 

distillation, so as not to compromise the harvest.92  

The aromatics live mostly along the margins of the land, also as an embodiment of the 

eleventh permaculture principle, “use edges and value the marginal” (Holmgren 2002). 

Lavenders, marjoram, rosemary, thyme and sage were the best candidates for marginal 

positions, like the terracing’s edges or the drystone wall alongside the road, which Simona 

called “linear elements”.93 Sturdy Mediterranean plants that do not need much water or soil 

activity to settle in the land. Somewhere or other, I see them every day during walks. The 

aromatic diversity of rosemary, salvia elegans, salvia splendens, artemisia and curry plant, 

among the geraniums close to the chestnut in front of the house. On the other side of the 

 
92 Olive grove interview.  
93 Olive grove interview.  
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path, more younger geraniums among the citruses. The row of young English Lavenders, or 

Lavandula Angustifolia, planted in the edge of zone 1. Rows of French Lavenders, or 

Lavandula Dentata, planted along the road that splits the land, and along the terraced paths, 

in zone 3. A circle of marjoram inhabiting the edge of the patch under the window of the 

bedroom that welcomed me, before the pond, in zone 2. At the beginning of the fire season, 

Michał and I cleaned them from the weeds that had almost suffocated them. In that case, 

our labour was necessary because Dondolo and Giorgiana, who could have benefited directly 

from the weeding, could not have accessed such a small area without damaging everything 

else in the meantime. Does this mean we did not benefit as humans? Certainly not directly, 

as we did not eat the weeds to clear the space (although we could have, had they been edible 

for humans), but we did systemically. In fact, we took the pulled weeds to feed another kind 

of compost, “il serpentone” [the big snake], an organic matter mound near the nursery also in 

zone 2. Made of woody debris, earth and other vegetal matter breaking down into soil, this 

wavelike mound is another example of a margin being valued.  

In permaculture, the concept of the edge is linked to a discourse on changes in values (see 

Section 3.1) and the possibilities of increased productivity that derive from such changed 

perceptions. Moving away from linear neoliberal and capitalist renderings of productivity as 

endless growth and drawing instead on Ingold’s interpretation of production as 

“participating in the world’s transformation of itself” (2011, 8), edge productivity can be 

viewed as an acknowledgement of the others producing with humans. As Falk notices, 

following a permaculture design strategy, 

The edge is where the action is … [meaning] a tendency for the interface between species 

and communities of species to be especially fertile, productive, and interesting. Usually, 

a zone of increased surface area where energy flow and relationship intensity are 

heightened. (2013, 96, 280)  

For example, mounds and swales are earthworks that increase both a land’s space and its 

capacity for water retention (see Section 6.1). Within such spatial extensions are possibilities 

of temporal dimension, which recall Rose’s (2012) “multispecies knots”, the interfaces of 

encounter coemerging within the interweaving of sequential and synchronous time. The two 

times coexist in the Thar dö Ling site and also in this thesis. Similar to the practice of “not 

doing”, valuing the edge and the margins implies maximised initial efforts to increase 

productivity in the longer term, and to avoid continuous interference and disturbance in the 

life of those others that contribute to production. Moreover, in the land of Serra Canneto, a 
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valuing of edges also happens through caring for the embodied energies still contained in its 

drystone terracing, mostly through the aromatic beings (see Section 3.2). Cultivating, caring 

for the margins, as in the terracing that used to support forms of mountain agriculture 

(Bonardi and Varotto 2016), is a way to recollect the gifts, the lives and deaths of those 

humans and nonhumans that shaped the terraces. Although such cultivation is different from 

the type of agrarian practices the terraces coemerged with, it underscores the endeavour to 

regenerate, recover, remember ways of sustainable land management beyond 

anthropocentric individuality. As Antonia Gravagnuolo and Mauro Varotto note, terraced 

landscapes “demonstrate a rich cultural diversity and agrobiodiversity through sustainable 

land-use systems, as expressions of a pre-industrial circular model of rural development, 

where no resource was wasted” (2021, 1). That is, even if “agricultural terraces are among 

the most visible and extensive human signatures on different landscapes of the world,” such 

human-stone coevolution facilitate multiple activities, like soil and water retention, that were 

beneficial beyond human needs (see Fig. 14). Instead, modern industrial agriculture, which 

also recollects the lives and deaths of nonhumans and humans, does not give heed to 

reciprocity, accelerating the extinction of ethical time (Rose 2012).  

5.3 Life and Death in Essential Oil 

In the attempt to inhabit Serra Canneto as an increasingly resilient, self-sustaining system, 

Simona found herself woven into a deep relationship with plants. The prolonged conscious 

engagement with vegetal beings—whose properties are medicine, food, life—became a 

therapy of recognition that became a job to obtain the essential oils of the plants she has 

been learning to perceive and produce with. As she recounted, sitting near the apiary during 

one of our walking interviews,  

The idea of distillation was born also from this place because we observed what was 

here. So, as “observe and interact” is the first principle, we realised that in this land—

as in many other areas of Sicily—aromatic plants grow well. Already when walking you 

can perceive the smells that come out when you step on the herbs, when you rub them, 

they come at you! In fact, I like to think that the therapeutic action starts already from 

the harvest moment, if we want to locate a moment. It could start even before, from 

the moment you think which plants you want to put, if you have to plant them or are 

already present; and the moment that you plant them. Then, when you’re harvesting 

them, you begin making contact with their perfume, which follows you along the whole 

distillation process. Because you harvest them, you cut them, handle them, then put 
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them in the distiller—and when you press them down the bottom, you’re reached by 

their wonderful perfumes. Therefore, it’s all a process of curing/caring, which closes 

itself when you’re using them (the essential oils).94   

Within Thar dö Ling, the harvest of herbs such as lavender and wild oregano would normally 

happen in late May or early June, but this year everything is belated, postponed by the heavy 

rain. “Il tempo controlla sia le azioni che gli umori [the weather controls both actions and moods],” 

Simona said. We were in the laboratory, cutting up some sacks of gifted wild thyme to arrange 

it evenly for its distillation. In a few hours, its thorny, pungent perfume would be floating in 

the air permeating the whole house more or less strongly. The word Simona used for weather 

in Italian is a homonym for time. Time also controls both actions and moods. With sunny 

weather we might have taken less time to perform the job; instead it took us three days. 

Three days of cutting and conversations. Three days as a diluted reintroduction to distillation, 

as the body recalled the movements and memories of two years earlier, sitting in the same 

spot, Simona and I facing each other during my first experience with essential oil extraction. 

Marjoram.  

 

Fig. 10: Simona and I prepare the bitter orange for the distillation of petitgrain (Lepori 2019) 

What happens in the laboratory is not only a transformation of plants’ agency and life, the 

distillation of their curative action through water, electricity, metal, plastic, rubber, but also 

the shaping of time into space (Ogden 2011) and the other way round. In those moments, 

 
94 Bees and plants interview. Note that the word “cura” in Italian signifies both cure and care.  
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the laboratory becomes the place to relive the embodiment of certain Thar dö Ling paths 

where the plants were gathered (if harvested there), suggesting the intimate, diverse 

connections between weather, walking, time and plants within the practice of distillation. In 

the house’s design, the laboratory’s space of transformation is exactly underneath the 

meditating room, and I observed a connection between the thoughts that arise above in the 

emptiness of that spacious room and the material-semiotic relations that happen below in 

the basement working area, while cutting, pressing, smelling, talking (see Fig. 10). As 

Meschiari writes, “the material landscape is the matrix of every mental landscape” (2017, 55; 

my transl.). The laboratory becomes the place of memory and introspection, where manually 

working with lifeless vegetal beings tends to locate in the past. I remember my mother telling 

me, “Chi ha tempo non aspetti tempo [Who has time should not wait for time].” I did not like 

that expression because I was always waiting for time when I had time to wait for it. How 

could one waste their time without consciousness of it? How could one be expected to act 

differently without imagining time differently? If time is thought only as Chronos is 

conceived only as a linear progression towards a goal, like walking viewed as moving from a 

starting point to an end one, like a flower viewed only as the blooming of its seed, then the 

moments in between could be taken as time separating the beginning from the end. Time 

that can be wasted (or used well) because it is only functional for reaching the end goal.95 But 

time is also, among many other conceptions and perceptions, Kairos, the right moment of 

opening, of happening. If such cracking instants were combined with an awareness of 

synchrony, as Rose elaborates (2012), perhaps time, as in the generational gifts of life, would 

not be framed as a resource that could be exploited or wasted. Indeed, “time is not 

reversible,” notes Meschiari, and so are “space modifications” (2017, 54; my transl.). Thus, 

he suggests, humans should understand that “our mind is part of this ecosystem, it modifies 

it and is modified by it” (Meschiari 2017, 54; my transl.). The more the world’s ecosystems 

are anthropogenically wounded, the less gifts are being returned, forgetting, as Wall 

Kimmerer observes, that all life exists “only because of a myriad of synchronicities that bring 

us to this particular place at this particular moment” (2003, 162).  

How many times am I living in? Better: how many times and spaces should I consciously live 

in to glimpse the myriad superimpositions that make this existence possible? Flowering 

 
95 For a discussion of different time perceptions, queer and transmaterial, linked to walking, see Springgay and 

Truman (2018) and Truman and Springgay (2019).  
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plants evolved on Earth 140 million years ago.96 This refuge, their caring, our relationships, 

extended across the aeons of ethical time (Rose 2012).  

Their smells “come at you” once you go to them. Throughout July, Simona, Michał and I 

spent many summer mornings walking gathering wild carrot flowers for its essential oil. 

Gathering the turgid umbrella flowers as we moved through their slender tall stems, caressed 

by their hairy foliage doubly immersed among them through their “air designing” (Coccia 

2016). Gathering wild carrot flowers is different from gathering fringed lavender, for 

example. Living along the edges, lavenders meant that we walked along them too. Walking 

the paths determined by the design, by the land’s morphology, by the passage of the donkeys. 

Gathering wild carrot meant surrendering to the other beings’ plans of existence, having to 

make our way through spaces not directly decided by us. Indeed, there is a subtle difference 

between a cultivated plant and a wild one that relates to agency. Wild carrots were self-sown 

(although still needing the collaboration of winds and pollinators). They emerge 

spontaneously in different spots, whereas lavenders were transplanted by humans, and we 

know where to find them. Leaving aside that both kinds of plants require adequate conditions 

to live where they live and that wild and cultivated are not absolute perspectives but always 

intermingling,97 I am interested in shifting the focus from human to more-than-human 

agency. Lavenders and wild carrots suggest the Serra Canneto landscape is formed and forms 

through multispecies and elemental connections. Wild carrots, among many things, are 

evidence that, as Simona told the camera, the place and its inhabitants, its makers, offered 

the idea of distillation. By observing wild carrots, year after year, growing among the olive 

groves, particularly where Giuseppe (Simona’s father) lives, Simona and Danilo understood 

that their minimal interference in certain areas of Serra Canneto led to the thriving of certain 

plant species. Given the appropriate care, these could support an apiary and the work of 

distillation. Supporting, to be non-anthropocentrically sustainable, requires diversification 

and limitation; that is, recognising that other agencies are involved. Diversification implies 

the more species of aromatic plants, the less reliance on a single kind; limitation involves the 

awareness that plants are not only there for essential oil making. Their purposes are other. 

Therefore, to interact well, we need to observe how they live before taking from them. We 

need to imagine the ethical time in which our lives are lived. Boxes and boxes of wild carrot 

flowers are needed for as little as 250 ml of essential oil. How do wild carrots live? What do 

they do when it is windy? How do they interact with the sun? Making sure the plant is thriving 

 
96 “Simplified Geologic Timescale” in Bjornerud (2018). 
97 For a permaculture perspective on “weeds”, see Holmgren (2011); on urban botany, see Vega et al. (2021).   
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is crucial when imagining where to go. What is the weather like today? Imagining the right 

moment of opening for them, for us, for the others that need them. The early morning is the 

best time. Move, walk, move, walk to gather from different points. Before gathering, open 

the flowers, one by one. We observed that many insects, most visibly shield bugs, nest inside 

the closed flowers with their families. Protected from the summer heat, from predators, 

dispossessed through our actions of cutting their refuges. Gather, gather, gather, and leave 

enough for reproduction. Gather, gather, gather, as we try not to kill a whole new generation 

of Graphosoma italicum, or Italian striped bug, or Minstrel bug.98 Gather, gather, gather, 

knowing that many critters will still die in the distiller because they are invisible to the human 

eyes. Extract, extract, extract, the last drop until returning the dead vegetal and animal beings 

to the soil through the bokashi compost pile.  

This morning while harvesting the fringed lavender, three people moving methodically, 

mechanically, yet rhythmically after so much cutting exercise, we almost chopped a praying 

mantis in half.   

Understanding sequential and synchronous dimensions of time through plants in a fieldwork 

temporally bound within a doctoral project with a deadline is a peculiar experience that 

prompts valuing relations differently. As Sara Ahmed writes, noticing “how different things 

happen at the same moment, a happening which brings things near to other things, whereby 

the nearness shapes the shape of each thing” (2010, 240) suggests the necessity of training 

different modes of attention. Throughout the fieldwork with Thar dö Ling, I tried to 

deconstruct goal-oriented ideas of knowledge making and extraction, cultivating an 

awareness that when I collect so-called data, I am gathering the lives and deaths of particular 

beings I perceived and produced with, and recollecting multitemporal gifts of life shared 

across generations between species and elements. Moreover, the coexistence of different 

fieldwork spatialities and temporalities demanded recognising different modes of gathering 

knowledge. In comparing making to gathering, Ingold writes that “practitioners bind their 

own pathways or lines of becoming into the texture of the world” (2011, 178). Thus, 

listening, smelling, touching, sitting, walking, together with writing and speaking, are 

practices of collection that also shape new paths of knowledge and encounter.  

 
98 This paragraph and the title of this whole section are inspired by and taken from a post written for Herbaria 

3.0 (Lepori 2020). Selvatica la carota // Wild is the carrot ~ Herbaria 3.0 ~ Tell us your story!  

https://herbaria3.org/2020/03/20/selvatica-la-carota-wild-is-the-carrot/
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The moment I spend time on the largest energetic rock covered with lichens, close to the 

roadside, halfway between the ecology of the paved road and that of the apiary, in this space, 

I retrace material-semiotic connections with a vegetation familiarly uncanny to me. The 

Mediterranean flora that scents the air. By surrendering to the time of just being, I come here 

to sit, to listen, to being immersed in the world.  

The moment I spend time sitting on the pallet chair in front of the pond. The reeds behind 

the head caress me, and it is difficult not to be startled, at first, by this exposure. Having 

spent many deaf years, numb not just in the ears but in the other senses too, it is complicated 

to accept the touch, the sound, the smell of those who are more-than-human. Plants can be 

scary beings sometimes when they end up in your ears or hair. I feel their intrusion as I now 

feel the slightly annoying tiny bite of a minuscular ant—probably I have them on the neck. I 

saw them cultivating aphids on the reeds’ external leaves. They are also eusocial insects like 

the honeybees that also come to the pond to drink (see Fig. 11).99 Have I ever considered 

the time within the capacity to be aware of the dragonflies mating above the water? Of their 

different colours? The attentiveness to their behaviour comes through observational practice. 

I saw one a few minutes ago, resting on a long leaf being born from the water, entering the 

water, like a leafy bridge (was it waiting for time when it had time?). Its wings bent down, in 

my ignorant perception, looking fatigued. By observing better, I notice that it is slightly 

nodding the head and has the “tail” pointed down like a vibrating hook. This predator and 

other water animals would not be stable within Thar dö Ling if Danilo and Simona had not 

facilitated a system of phytodepuration in collaboration with the reeds Phragmites australis 

that filter the house water. Extra ends up in the pond in zone 2 in front of the marjoram 

patch under the window of the room that welcomed me (I return to the pond in Chapter 6).   

 
99 On ants practicing agriculture and husbandry, see D’Ettorre (2017); on the eusociality of ants, see Wilson 

(1987).  
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Fig. 11: Honeybees drinking from and/or visiting the pond (Lepori 2019) 

I can see them from the window, the reeds (see Fig. 16). Even when I cannot see them, I can 

hear them. Swish, swish. I have been caressed many times; other times they scratch me. Their 

bodies so light and slender that they move with the slightest breeze, so being close to them 

means being touched by them. Can this touch be defined? There seems to be no 

intentionality on the part of the plant, but it does not matter. There is the intention to 

welcome their touch as a caress, to regret it as a scratch. Although, welcoming and regretting 

do not define my intentionality either, but rather the quality I am attaching to the happening. 

If I want to visit the pond, I will inevitably enter the reeds’ path of existence, whether or not 

I intended to. The place where they grow, in Sicilian, is called gebbia. Also written ggebbia, 

from the Arabic gabiyah or jabia, meaning “cistern” (Pizzuto Antinoro 2002). The word itself 

is a distillate of complex (and complicated) relationships. A linguistic inscription for over 

three centuries of Arabic dominion and inhabitation in the then Byzantine Island (Benigno 

and Giarrizzo 2003, Renda 2003). Sicily, like any part of the world, each with a myriad of 

histories of overlapping material-semiotic movements. With such “tapestry” in mind, I return 

to the refuge offered by the plants’ world-making. Breathing, as Emanuele Coccia (2016) 

points out, “means being immersed in the environment that penetrates us with the same 

intensity we penetrate it” (2016, 20; my transl.). Although I can move and plants cannot, it is 

through them, through their leaves, that life circulates among living beings (Coccia 2016). It 

is through plants’ colonisation of the world that human histories could unfold (Gagliano 

2018). If words can contain the essence of the movements that create them, it is because 

“vegetal life is a cosmic distiller of the universal metamorphosis” (Coccia 2016, 24; my 
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transl.). Thus, following Coccia’s reasoning, the origin of the human world and existence is 

in the open air, hence exposed. It is not grounded in stability but in constant formation. For 

Coccia, “the origin of our world are leaves: fragile, vulnerable, yet able to return, to live again 

after going through the bad weather” (2016, 40; my transl.). Like my great aunt’s calla coming 

back through the changing seasons on my mother’s terrace, recollecting memories.  

5.4 The Future Food Forest Now 

Sitting at the kitchen table, I am finding time to write in the middle of the Sicilian 

Convergence of Permaculture.100 A few lines, but Danilo has just sat next to me. As I am 

learning to do, I ask him about the bees. The new bees in particular. The three new families 

brought in the apiary a few days ago are not well-established colonies, and their storage 

rooms are almost nonexistent.101 Could they be seriously affected by the sudden changes in 

weather? “They could starve to death,” he replies, because there are many blooming flowers 

but they cannot access them when it rains. Paradoxically, the flowers are full of nectar as they 

have more water, he says. We have decided to intervene and deliver to the hives jars of sweet 

juice to feed them—honey and water. Going up the rocky hill towards the apiary with the 

trembling jars. The first time I wore the beekeeping suit, hung on the wall in the laboratory. 

A solemn moment. Not only to help an animal that is there under our responsibility and for 

our benefit, but also for the caring act in itself. A caring that happened also through the other 

bee families’ labour, as their honey ended up in the juice. This kind of caring, which is not 

imposed, neither normative nor moralistic, happens as humans engage in meaningful 

relations with nonhuman life. Certainly, non-innocent, selective, partial and compromised, 

yet relations attempting to intend more-than-human interaction differently. Humans too 

have problems when copious rain affects the agricultural activities that provide food. Local 

gardener and neighbour, Nino, was our contact line with the state of the sky and the soil. It 

was already the 20th of June when he could eventually plant the summer garden, from which 

we also depended for our daily nutrition. Indeed, to make up for the lack of vegetable garden, 

Simona and Danilo’s household sourced most of the vegetable products from Nino—the 

closest possible garden—which still allowed cuts to the energy for transportation. Sourcing 

foods locally from small-scale growers and, when possible, in bulk, pertained to their 

principle of cooking with what was “traditionally” grown in their area, which in turn 

 
100 Held at the Centre Thar dö Ling in May 2019 (see Section 3.2).  
101 I am playing with different ways of calling honeybees groups. “Family” in Italian and “colony” in English 

already give a different perspective on the kind of interactions among the bees: kinship versus slavery.  



115 

pertained to the awareness of the energy needed to sustain their lives. Not only is this a 

question of low-energy living, which leads to favouring local ingredients, it also recognises 

that the more hidden the sources of energy, the less meaningful the relation (or resilience) 

can be.102  

In 2013, Danilo felt ready to engage with what would become the natural apiary, located at 

the hilltop that faces the house, where a diverse community of spontaneous plants exists 

according to the changing seasons. Walking the straight path from zone 0, the house, 

intimately saluting the patriarch olive just before the eyes—as I would do with one of the 

sitting uncles in my mother’s village—passing under the great chestnut to move through 

zone 1, where the aromatics patch the soil supporting a growing orchard inhabited by 

citruses, plums, apricots, loquats, peaches, hawthorns. To be touched by an outreaching 

branch of pink geranium stepping into zone 2 eastwards, where the nostrils are met by the 

smell of stumped hay, decomposing with faeces and urine, and pine needles. At the right is 

the fire circle made of felled trunks, and guarding it stands a huge pine tree. Before it, the 

donkeys’ stable, where the last metre of the exploded flat area gives way to the mountainous 

morphology of the land. One foot on the clover-covered ground, the other going up, entering 

the southern side of the olive grove. Walking this path, I am zigzagging my way up towards 

the apiary. Before this walking confidence, there were alternative routes, the most humanised 

being the car’s route. From the left of the house, I could walk up with a steady pace until the 

tap at ground level on the right side. This tap—I once broke the handle while attaching the 

hose to water the food forest North—reminded me I should turn right, and there they were 

a few metres later among the shrubs. Honeybees. In and out of 13 horizontal top-bar hives 

(see Fig. 12).  

 
102 On the connection between “cheap food”, “cheap care” and “cheap energy”, see Patel and Moore (2020); 

on the relation between food systems and capitalism, see Holt-Giménez (2017).  
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Fig. 12: The natural apiary together with other beings like Disa and Pink Heather (Lepori 2019) 

In the initial core of the food forest South. Heather, Arabian Pea, Sticky Fleabane, Blowfly 

Grass, Disa. The same day Simona, Danilo, Michał and I walked up the hill to record the 

interview on plants and distillation in that zone, we sat at the feet of the apiary, and the bees 

inevitably entered the interview too (see Section 2.4). As the Serra Canneto landscape had 

stimulated Simona to learn the art of distillation, it suggested this highly blossoming area in 

zone 4 was suited for a place-based, non-nomadic type of beekeeping. In acknowledging the 

famous vulnerability of the honeybee,103 Danilo has been developing a bee-centric, systemic 

approach to beekeeping, meant to support the bees’ biological needs. Following the 

philosophy and practice of natural beekeeping, he learned to construct top-bar hives (usually 

from salvaged/leftover timber) because these allow the bees to build the honeycomb as they 

would in wild conditions. The other two major characteristics are non-interference with the 

bees’ decision-making processes and rhythms of swarming (see Fig. 18), and avoidance of 

treatments. Danilo elaborated,  

I deepened my knowledge of various types of hives that could help me understand how 

this insect made its decisions. Then, I understood that the top-bar hive could best help 

me to grasp what these insects did. Natural beekeeping fascinated me because it is very 

similar to the concept of natural agriculture, which I already knew about: an agriculture 

of not doing. However, this not doing doesn’t mean not caring for that insect or that 

environment. The agriculture and the apiculture of not doing don’t mean to be in 

 
103 For example, the phenomenon of Colony Collapse Disorder (see Kosek 2010, vanEngelsdorp et al. 2009); 

for an ecocritical account, see Sandilands (2014).  
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disharmony with the system, instead it means understanding it. It is the system/the 

element that gives you some information, and the beekeeper, the manager, supports the 

natural inclination of the insect. What do we mean by it? Natural beekeeping is a type 

of apiculture that leaves the bee free to build her own space through a natural 

honeycomb. So, the honeycomb is not bound by a waxen sheet with pre-printed 

hexagons of pre-established size (the working bee’s).104 Instead, it leaves the decision to 

the superorganism bee: how many working bees do I need? How many drones? How 

many honey cells? Which area for the brood? Which area for drones’ breeding? Which 

storing area? This really attracted me, and I thought that the top-bar hive could be the 

manual to leaf through.105 

Browsing in the diary, I find three instances of Danilo saying that the hives are his textbook. 

These hive metaphors, like the above “manual to leaf through”, embody the importance of 

different ways of gathering knowledge. The hive becomes a coursebook with living signs 

providing information that contributes to beekeeping knowledge. In this learning process, 

the beekeeper becomes the reader of the hive. Standing on four legs at waist height, the 

horizontal top-bar is normally approached from above with gloves and extreme delicacy as 

if handling an ancient book contained in a display case. The top is lifted to be inspected and 

each honeycomb is extracted from the box structure and turned around slowly, especially 

when fully formed, so as not to collapse under its weight. Observing Danilo during such 

movements is a meditative practice. An activity through which I become aware of the body 

as I attempt to know other bodies. Indeed, closely reading a honeycomb covered by buzzing 

bees requires high levels of awareness of multispecies interaction. Not only learning to 

distinguish the various spaces in the territory of each comb, not only identifying a drone, a 

working bee, the queen, the pollen, understanding which is a royal cell and where the honey 

is stored. Also gathering information on how much space I occupy in the hive’s micro-place, 

where I can put the feet, how my breathing is impacting the atmosphere, and my body the 

flying paths. Are my gestures at ease? Of course, the latter aspects are not the immediate 

focus of the beekeeper once they are embodied as ingrained by habit. However, they are 

arguably the foundation for an appropriate reading of the honeycomb. If I approach the hive, 

not minding the quality of my disposition and movements, incidents are more likely to occur. 

As Danilo pointed out, “if I am present with them, they don’t sting me, if I am quick and 

distracted, they sting me, and I deserve it” (notes, in conversation). If I approach the hive 

 
104 Like in the Langstroth hive.  
105 Bees and plants interview.  
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intending mindfulness as an abstract awareness of lively interconnectedness, it is unlikely that 

I am a beekeeper. Certainly, to the beekeeper too, the superorganism bee inspires feelings of 

awe towards the workings of life, but the sentimental experience is always accompanied by 

direct practical engagement. There are multiple valid ways to engage with honeybees; for 

example, by the transcorporeal act of eating honey, or the fruits and vegetables that some 

unknown hive pollinated somewhere in the world; by reading and writing poems or moving 

images. However, to perceive with the bees within Thar dö Ling is a situated practice with 

specific hives, which behave specifically according to the life conditions and patterns of 

elemental and multispecies relations within Serra Canneto. The bee families I met no longer 

live, yet their presence is sustained through regenerative relations within the permaculture 

system. This is an important point to highlight that elemental and multispecies ethics of 

connectivity invite an attempt to understand the bee in its ecology, co-emerging together. As 

Ingold affirms, 

To perceive the environment is not to look back on the things to be found in it, or to 

discern the congealed shapes and layouts, but to join with them in the material flows 

and movements contributing to their—and our—ongoing formation. (2011, 88)  

The idea of offering a refuge to the insect Apis mellifera certainly sprang from Danilo’s 

passion for the natural sciences, but within Thar dö Ling’s inhabitation project, it is part of 

a permacultural design that serves multiple functions. Like the refuge plants offer (impose) 

to most living beings, creating sheltering possibilities for the honeybee is not an innocent 

and unbiased practice of care. Offering a refuge, as I will further explore, is a perspective 

that highlights both the human reparative imagination embedded within Thar dö Ling’s 

permaculture project, where the honeybee is encountered together with its ecology, and 

permaculture’s paradoxical entanglement with utilitarian anthropocentrism. As Danilo 

explained, honeybees are part of the system because of the benefits they bring with them,  

Bees were inserted in our permaculture project for many reasons. As usual, when one 

inserts a new element in the system, it should serve multiple functions. One of this is 

my long-lasting passion for the natural sciences—since I was young, I’ve loved animals 

and plants, therefore having the possibility to get to know better an insect like the 

honeybee really excited me. Moreover, we are aware of the ecosystemic services that 

bees carry out, as in pollination services, and additionally the products that they provide: 

honey, propolis, wax.106  

 
106 Bees and plants interview.  
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During the foraging phase of her life, the honeybee can fly every day to cover an average 

radius of 3 km from her hive. In this flight, while performing the tasks that are vital to her 

family, the pollination of flowers happens. Thus, in carrying out her ecosystemic functions, 

the honeybee is widely responsible for unrolling the constant cycle of oxygenic 

photosynthesis; thus, she can be considered a land carer, even a manager. Flowers are also 

land carers. Yet, I find myself noticing how many times in conversation and during interviews 

Simona and Danilo emphasise their acts of deciding, illuminating the tension between ideas 

of wilderness and those of management and the ambiguity around the role played by other 

beings’ intentionality.  

One of the central maxims of permaculture philosophy is “to go with the rhythms of nature, 

not against it” (Mollison 1988). Yet this proposition ultimately underlines the separation 

placed between humans and the rest of the world. Not only in terms of “us and them”, but 

also in the emphasis placed on a “going against nature” that reiterates the alleged superiority 

of a human agency imagined as somehow separate from so-called nature.107 Going with and 

going against are only two different ways of moving in the world, where life regeneration 

presupposes ongoing deconstruction and dissolution. A decomposition—as well as a 

regeneration—is always enacted through multispecies and elemental collaborations. 

However, in the permaculture design intended to weave relationships as close to natural (as 

in nonhuman) settings as possible, the intentionality of other beings seems to be appreciated 

only in its positive qualities, those to be imitated for their purported wisdom, seldom 

characterised as malevolent. There seems to be an inherent benevolence in this way of seeing 

“humans outside nature”, almost as if the only beings capable of intentionally hurting were 

humans. Almost as if the interspecies gifts of life and death only came through a benevolent 

and innocent type of care and never through violence. Yet, if violence is acknowledged, it is 

taken as an unavoidable fact of life, one that raises challenging multispecies ethical questions, 

namely those around caring for certain lives and certain deaths instead of others. “Do you 

really think that they want to hurt me?” said Danilo a few days ago, talking about the bees as 

he helped us harvest wild carrot. “I am disturbing them, they feel threatened, so they sting 

me” (in conversation).  

 
107 Not to mention the dangerous consequences, within human behaviour, of thinking about what is with or 

against nature.  
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Within Thar dö Ling’s natural apiary, Danilo’s approach to one of Apis mellifera’s most 

problematic predator, the Varroa destructor mite,108 elucidates that not only are practices of 

care partial, non-innocent and compromised, they can be violent too. Over the years of 

interaction, Danilo observed that if the bee is left alone to deal with the mite, the bee can 

develop grooming behaviour for hygiene and immunity and eventually better genetic 

protection. In this process of reduced caring, the human non-interference means that some 

bee families inevitably perish. As Danilo noted, “the loss of a colony is always painful, but 

death is part of life. I think that it is not useful to excessively help a colony that does not 

have the genetics for the territory where they live” (in conversation). Thus, in this specific 

practice of care, his “not doing” determines the violence of leaving certain families to die. 

However, I am wary of romanticising or idealising the protection of honeybee families. First, 

it should be noted that the bee is not the only insect that performs plant pollination, and the 

treatments to keep colonies alive through epidemic peaks are strictly linked to the labours 

they perform in monocultural crop growing. In fact, some plants, like grasses and reeds, are 

not pollinated by insects but rely exclusively on the wind. Therefore, it can be argued that 

the growing attention to the decline of honeybee populations is not (only) driven by genuine 

multispecies feelings, but is, as usual, layered by anthropocentric biases that render the bee 

important to humans because of the agricultural services and products provided. What if the 

attention was shifted from the honeybee to the ecosystems that support them? Could a 

multispecies ethics be extended to their predators (birds, wasps, parasites)? Such questions, 

not easily answered, indicate that the honeybees’ collapse is not an individual macro-event 

that can be solved, or even thought of, through heuristic unidirectional solutions. The 

honeybee population collapse is a micro-event within the collapse of the world-as-we-know-

it, which necessarily requires an ecological approach demanding socioenvironmental shifts 

at different levels. One for all human eating habits.109 Recognising the violence of non-

interference cannot end in itself. It should involve a deeper acknowledgement of the reasons 

that led the varroa to become such a feared parasite by humans, hence the attempt to 

understand that those deaths in the natural apiary are paired with the effort to change the 

human eating habits at Thar dö Ling. In other words, the violence of non-interference 

demands recognising that the varroa mite is most of all a menace to honeybees as these serve 

 
108 See Nazzi and Le Conte (2016). Notably, as of June 2022, the Varroa mite is now part of Australian 

honeybees’ ecologies (see National pest & disease outbreaks 2022).  
109 Very similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic that humans are still experiencing as of April 2022, although 

mitigated by prompt vaccination campaigns and other measure of containment, signals that food production 
structures are failing to cope with the changing climate and demands of increasingly urbanized populations 
(Kirksey 2020).  
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to sustain a capitalist food production that requires them to be constantly labouring for 

human-centred purposes, within increasingly impoverished ecosystems.  

As previously noted, the permaculture perspective adopted within Thar dö Ling tends to 

avoid prioritising goal-oriented production. Instead, the importance of a resilient, diverse 

web of relations is emphasised to ensure the general wellbeing of the processes to obtain 

certain products. Thus, like the relationship with the donkeys (see Section 4.3), the 

beekeeping experience was divided into two phases. In the initial period, Danilo concentrated 

on “the selection of colonies more and more adaptable to the territory, therefore more 

resistant and self-reliant in controlling parasites and diseases” (Colomela 2019, n.d.). In the 

second phase, he began concentrating on honey extraction and the other products the 

established families abundantly provided: wax and propolis. In a systemic view, the latter was 

combined by Simona with the medicinal properties of plants, either for cosmesis or the 

health care of humans and nonhumans. Although this second phase ensures important yields 

that contribute to Simona and Danilo’s transformed forms of economy, the significance of 

the bees’ products relates to the whole place’s state of health. To pursue place-based non-

nomadic apiculture, there should be enough blooming and enough space to care for other 

nonhuman beings (see “ethical time” above). As they told in relation to their planting choices,  

In this very rocky zone, where the bees are, we decided to put some trees, also because 

this is an extension of the food forest. Of course, which did we put? First of all, trees 

that can adapt well to this stony land, then trees that are useful to the bees, and also 

trees from which it is possible to extract essential oils. So, this was the perfect place to 

put the Globulus: this tree that gives a wonderful aromatic oil. When we put these trees, 

under every tree we also planted an aromatic plant. This is a Stoechas lavender, which 

is typical in Pantelleria. Then we put rosemaries, other types of lavenders, all melliferous 

plants. In this way, we’re making the corner shop for the bees. Thus, this zone we 

imagine it to be tree-lined, full of shrubs, rich in flowers, nectar, and pollen for the bees, 

from which we can also obtain something. We won’t come to harvest the aromatics 

here, at least at the moment, it isn’t part of the project, as we already planted them close 

to home.110    

Imagining multiple spaces (and times) within one place is an endeavour that asks for human 

decentring. Yesterday evening, when I moved gradually upward to water first the lavenders, 

then the eucalyptuses and acacias, I had an embarrassing moment with my selves. I was 

almost finished with the eucalyptus when I got tangled up in a spider web. It was dusk, I was 

 
110 Bees and plants interview.  
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tired, and I wasn’t 100% present: I screamed abruptly! Stopped, I noticed the childhood 

arachnophobia re-emerging and looked around. No spider that I could see, only a dense 

spider web with a mummified prey in the middle: a bee. That tree is very close to the top 

bars, and she must have been flying (from) home. This episode is a reminder that I care for 

the plants that care for the bees, that care is a practice and a feeling that I can train. Yet, I 

am also walking in the paths of others not directly exposed to my caring. In zone 4, human 

patterns of movements should be sporadic, with low impact and awareness of the vegetal 

beings’ protagonist role. In the future food forest, I can remember the first refuge is offered 

by them.  

 

Fig. 13: One of the Eucalyptus globulus living in the food forest South (Lepori 2019) 

Similar to the interactions with the honeybees, for Simona and Danilo, the design of the food 

forest is also spurred by the desire to offer shelter to wildlife while benefiting from the 

ecosystemic services they bring with them. The great tit, the tomtit, the tree creeper, as 

Danilo stated, “all different animals that occupy different niches within the forest, therefore 

by offering a refuge they will necessarily look after broods, and they will look for food.”111 

Food that will be provided by the trees, shrubs and other vegetal or animal beings in a space 

designed to strengthen the web of life. Within permaculture ideas of increased self-reliance, 

the food forest is the ultimate imitation of “natural” systems. Clearly, the emphasis is on 

 
111 Food forest interview.  
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food and the possibilities of different eating habits, which are deeply entangled with more-

than-human patterns of eating and dwelling. As Simona described,  

A food forest is a woody area that offers many products, obviously starting from food. 

But it also gives forage, wood, medicinal plants, food for the bees and other insects, and 

so on. Normally we don’t think that we could get our food from the woods. Indeed, a 

food forest, a forest that feeds, makes us think that we can gradually change our eating 

habits. After all, what is its peculiarity? It’s a designed forest, where there is a plan that 

regards the plant species that live there.112  

The aim is to design and favour a self-reliant ecosystem where human intervention will not 

be needed after the first years of nursing care. As Toby Hemenway explains, “each plant is 

chosen for the roles that it will play, whether for food, wildlife habitat, herbal medicine, insect 

attraction, soil building” (2009, 209). A food forest is composed through companionship 

planting that forms several layers, as does a spontaneous forest. As Simona relates,  

In general, it’s designed according to seven or eight layers. The level of big trees; the 

level of the medium trees; the level of shrubs; the level of herbaceous plants; of covering 

plants; the crops that give roots; and that of vines. There are those who add an eight 

layer, that of fungi. Besides, in the general design of permaculture, the food forest is 

usually situated in zone 4 not that close to the house. The beautiful thing about it is that 

it is a forest, thus a stable system. A zone where there’s a lot of energy input in the initial 

projecting and planting, but once it gets started it goes by itself. It is indeed a perennial 

and permanent ecosystem, which gifts with products, where one eventually goes to 

harvest and does little management.113  

The uncertainty and unpredictability that characterise life invite us to consider that labours 

of care matter regardless of results and intentionality. In this sense, the event of the saplings’ 

growth underscores how practices of care—like systemically designing and planting a food 

forest—are always connected to practices of hope and the imagination at their root (see 

Section 4.2). The food forest is an imaginative exercise of reading the land, which involves 

the practice of hope. Adding new layers of plants to the food forest system means engaging 

with hope. Thus, the food forest system is a practice of hope attuned to future possibilities 

of reciprocal systems of nutrition. As Simona and Danilo recounted during the interview, 

the ability to imagine across more-than-human space and timescales is crucial to its design,  

 
112 Food forest interview.  
113 Food forest interview.  
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We like to take our time to observe and gather information that we haven’t got yet. 

Especially since there are many plant species that can be potentially inserted in such 

system. As a parallel thought, when I conceive the food forest, I also visualise myself in 

the future entering this place and I imagine what I could be picking. So, I like the idea 

of picking medicinal plants that could be helping me in the health problems that I might 

have, therefore the species choice revolves around these thoughts too. I like to imagine 

that I pick edible flowers to be associated with plants that are suitable for the honeybees. 

The plants choice depends also on the zone that we dedicated to the food forest. The 

future food forest will be spread over two slopes. One on the north side, another on 

the south. Thus, if the chestnuts and hazelnuts are in the northern slope, in the southern 

one we will tend towards carob trees, almond trees, those that prefer it dry and hot. 

Having planted the hazelnuts and chestnuts within the pine grove allowed them to 

survive, as they’re in a familiar microclimate, and allowed us to use less water, having 

less irrigations in summer because naturally the area has a higher level of humidity.114  

The future food forest now is an initial core of spontaneous plants, the apiary and the 

cultivated aromatics and a group of saplings on the south side. On the northern slope, it is 

the Eurasian jays and their prey among a nucleus of pine trees planted by those previous 

inhabitants with the aim of a pine grove that are hosting another group of saplings and wild 

strawberries at their feet. A reminder, as van Dooren, Eben Kirksey, and Ursula Münster 

write, that “life cannot arise and be sustained in isolation. But relationships also have 

histories” (2016, 2). The future food forest is a place inhabited by the past, the present, and 

the spontaneous and cultivated potential of its future transformations.   

After a glass of water, I got out of home with the excuse of checking what happened to 

Dondolo and Giorgiana last night (they escaped and came near Danilo and Simona’s window, 

which is near the pear and fig trees). I walked up towards the food forest North so I could 

check out the butterflies Danilo told me filled the place. There were many, indeed. It seemed 

they were the same as the one I spotted yesterday evening above the pond. Today I waited 

until one landed on a plant, and I discovered that the lilac is only inside, whereas outside the 

wings are white, beige and spotted, prompting me to recall the dynamic dots of colour that 

enliven Aboriginal paintings. There were many horseflies too, so I could not, I was not 

concentrated enough to sit there and enjoy the sense of peace that I seemed to look for in 

this place. It is impressive how this sensation changes as I move to the other side of “home”. 

I am now sitting below the kitchen window, near the magazzino agricolo’s [storehouse] door, 

 
114 Food forest interview.  
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on the south side, facing what was water more than two months ago. Cicadas, cicadas, and 

cicadas again. They sing during the warmest hours, which these days are almost most of the 

day, even though the evenings are becoming fresher.  

The smell of pine trees. The wind is turning the left page as I write. All of a sudden, it gets 

strong.  

 

Fig. 14: Between the terraced olive grove North and the Northern food forest going upward (Lepori 2019) 

As I was in the boschetto [the little wood] or the alternative name for the food forest North, 

the wind seemed more organised, like directing an orchestra of disa on the other side of the 

dry river. Being there, I went to pay a visit to the bees: I knew I had the wrong shoes or no 

shoes, just flip-flops. As soon as I stepped into the stony, yellow dry path, the thorn of a dry 

Marian thistle stung the right big toe! Ahi! Never mind, no reason for stopping, so I 

continued dribbling the macchia,115 jumping to cut the path and reached them faster. Over 

the past weeks, I had not spent any time around their houses just to visit them; I had gone 

for other purposes, for other beings, like the saplings. Perhaps they sensed that I was too 

quick in my interaction. So, I did not feel like going too close, as I did other times. However, 

the curiosity of opening the educational hive—despite the wasps’ nest close by—drew me 

in. I lifted the little wooden shutter on the side, and I observed them through the glass for a 

while. I could see the propolis all around their seemingly endless buzzing and moving. 

Fascination made me want to see the others, not considering that they could have other 

 
115 Endemic Mediterranean vegetation.  
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plans. Indeed, I must have entered their flight paths, and one got stuck into the hair. Oh! I 

heard her getting angry, so I dared not move her in case she stung me. Instead, I tilted the 

head over the right side and waited in tension. Wait for what? Another is coming! After a 

fraction of a second, I decided to run wildly. I had adopted this technique before, so why 

not again? Running fast down the road towards home, she suddenly abandoned me. Panting, 

sweating cold, to restore myself I went to cuddle Dondolo, whom I noticed eating at the 

bottom of the road past the grown eucalyptus. But he could not be bothered, and he showed 

me by turning his ass to me. So, I moved some steps behind to return to the eucalypt. What 

a mall! Bees, wasps, bumblebees, hornets, all eating from its sweet white puffed little flowers. 

Oikos, economy, ecology, I am also here, refuging myself in the flowers’ perfume. But as 

soon as I drew the nose closer, I was taken back to Australia. A similar sweet smell when the 

White Gums were in full bloom.  

The wind is playing again. This time though, the cicadas have not stopped.  

Leaving the eucalyptus, I went to the pond, passing by the fig and the pear trees in the mosaic 

piazza, and suddenly I knew why I had not been to the hives lately. Like the bees, I have 

been attracted by water at the pond. I find them there hypnotised by their drinking, sucking 

from the slimy borders of the small lake, from the surfacing leaves of water plants, where it 

is easy to observe them. It is easy to spend time with them. There is the shade of the reeds, 

the sound of their movements. There are backswimmers, dragonflies, and the plants where 

Danilo and I spotted those tiny tree frogs. I do not know many names, many things, but I 

knew why I had not visited the bees. It is hot, very hot, and I found other spaces within the 

place, like the bees found other flowers to feed their families.  
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Chapter 6: Water Colours 

23/07/2019 

water makes music 

is made by the wind 

whistling into the food forest  

that is made of eucalyptuses 

and acacias and thyme and lavender 

and rosemary 

that I know 

how it feels to receive some  

water when I am thirsty in the body 

telling the mind that thoughts 

seek refreshment in the water  

mixing the notes of the orchestra 

that plays within 

This chapter concludes the reading and writing of the permacultural site of Centre Thar dö 

Ling, expanding the recollections already gathered in the preceding autoethnographic parts 

through plants, food and waste. In the following, guidance will be offered by water, through 

which the main concepts of time, energy, attentiveness and care will be retraced. To do so, 

much of this chapter revolves around the pond topic-place: to visualise its material-semiotic 

composition; to comprehend the phytodepuration system as another embodiment of the 

permaculture ethics that inform Thar dö Ling; and to imagine, from another perspective, the 

multispecies and elemental correspondences of some of the more-than-human meaningful 

relationships woven so far. So, the writing will meet again with the donkeys, some of the 

vegetal beings, the bokashi pile, the honeybees and the two streams. Watery connections 

convey the inseparability and overlapping of the system’s multiple components, as well as a 

sense of changing interconnectedness within the linear structure of this thesis, underscoring 

the coemergence of this writing within the landscape of Serra Canneto.   

6.1 From Waste to Water 

Falk writes, “since water is the basis of productive biological systems, retaining and 

distributing this storehouse of fertility and life within a landscape is key to the success of any 

living landscape” (2013, 98). Indeed, water is biologically fundamental, but some living beings 
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feel more connected to it than others, both physiologically and affectively. For Simona and 

Danilo, the affective connection to water goes back to the early days of their relationship 

when, as they recounted, “we already planned water recycling. We used to spend our time 

planning an ecological house that didn’t exist (laughter), imagining the water cycle.”116 As 

environmental engineers, both had already worked on the requalification of rivers as 

surveyors and cartographers. So, when they arrived in Serra Canneto and found the plot of 

land surrounded by the two streams, they knew they had encountered the place to apply their 

imaginative designs (see Section 3.2). In fact, as had already happened to many humans since 

prehistory, within Serra Canneto, between Acque Colate and Suvarelli, it was water and its 

many shapes that lured them to begin their project of inhabitation. To the east, the clouds’ 

creator, Monte Gibilmesi, the highest peak of the Palermo Mountains; to the west, the 

Mediterranean Sea with a view of Castellammare del Golfo; to the south, the stream of Acque 

Colate and Suvarelli to the north. Rain, sea and rivers were key to Simona and Danilo’s 

attraction to the Valley of Sagana.  

 

Fig. 15: One of the Suvarelli pools in May 2019 

In rain (2019), Kate Wright draws waters and maternity together, suggesting rain, 

 
116 Introductory interview.  
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Creates a face for the earth in all those faces that emerge from amniotic fluid—faces 

that carry the pattern of autumn leaves and falling snow, of waves and currents, of black 

cockatoos circling overhead, faces that harbour memories of the world before they have 

even seen the sun (2019, 301).  

Rain, as the primordial water allowing the continuity of life on Earth, as one body of water 

becomes another embodiment of water. As Astrida Neimanis puts it, “water connects bodies 

—across times and spaces, through various complex movements and cycles to other bodies 

and beings in diverse exchanges, gifts, thefts, and forsakings” (2017, 94). Water and maternity 

share a long, thick weaving of scholarly reflections, particularly in feminist studies, 

investigating the relationships between female bodies and bodies of water.117 From a 

posthuman and new materialist perspective, the attention to watery connections and thinking 

with water is necessary to explore the materiality of the water element beyond the logic of 

gestation. Certainly, water’s generative powers have been praised steadily by humans, 

especially since the advent of agriculture. So have those of women. Indeed, there is an 

engrained tendency to associate fertility and nurturing as gendered qualities that belong (or 

not) to women’s and water’s bodies. Although the connection between female and water 

bodies is justified by biological evidence, the tight connection between the generation of a 

workforce, water management and agriculture need acknowledgment, as it is these bodies 

that have been contributing to creating and maintaining productionist approaches to life. To 

do so, bodies that could gestate have been policed, directed and coaxed as part of the 

development of social theories that could sustain increasingly large agricultural and capitalist 

projects (Patel and Moore 2020).118 As Janine MacLeod reminds us, “technical control over 

the flow of large rivers has often coincided with intensified social domination” (2013, 42). 

Inherent in these projects of control, as Falk’s quote also suggests, is the idea of production, 

which dominates and directs that of gestation. With regard to human reproduction, 

permaculture philosophy of practice is not openly focused on radical challenges to the 

gendered division of labour that has supported “agrilogistics” (Morton 2013). However, in 

permaculture projects, the small-scale approach is noteworthy. I notice that the coexistence 

of different spatial and temporal scales, usually in small-scale interactions with land, ensures 

a high level of naturalcultural diversity that encourages experimenting with different social 

structures. For example, within Thar dö Ling, particularly through the WWOOF network 

(allowing living and learning exchanges in organic farms, see Section 3.2), Simona and Danilo 

 
117 In the environmental humanities, I was inspired by the water work of Astrida Neimanis, culminated in her 

book Bodies of Water (2017). See also Neimanis (2009, 2012, 2013). 
118 On reproduction and capital, see for example Barca (2020), Meschiari (2018), Patel and Moore (2020).  
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have been periodically living as an extended family for almost a decade, with people from 

various parts of the world.  

As previously highlighted, permaculture’s underpinnings are certainly not outside the logic 

of production (see Section 3.4 and Section 5.2). However, as seen throughout Thar dö Ling, 

the latter are not driven by ultimately anthropocentric goals of accumulation and progress. 

Rather, it is moved by the attentiveness to systemic multispecies and elemental wellbeing; 

attentiveness to life’s capacity to reproduce itself in all forms, from which humans will also 

benefit. Thus, if permaculture design is also interested in capturing water’s creativity for 

obvious reasons of subsistence, the attention to scale(s) can hardly be overlooked (this point 

is further examined later in this chapter). Since the decision to have an ecological house in 

2005, particularly after the encounter with permaculture in 2011, Simona and Danilo 

understood the importance of devising a system to harness, capture and recycle the sources 

of available water. As Simona told the camera, sitting under the shade of the pear and olive 

trees a few metres away from the pond,  

We are lucky to live in an area rich of water. It’s one of the rainiest areas of Sicily, there 

are some aquifers, we learnt, very consistent. This goes in our favour because water is 

essential for all ecosystems. The water that we get into our system, that comes into our 

house, is from a spring that starts in the mountain up there, which is channelled by the 

municipality, and it’s actually the principal source in our system. Of course, there is also 

another one, which in the future will be more consistent, and that is rainwater. When 

we refurbished the house, we predisposed the totality of the rooves’ surface to the 

collection of water. We just changed their directions towards where we wanted to 

conduct the water, because the volumes are great.119 

Chiefly, within Thar dö Ling, perceptions of water are shaped by the two streams’ different 

microclimates and morphologies, and also the two main colours associated with its domestic 

uses: black and grey. In the permaculture outlook of considering spaces by their energetic 

inputs, Simona started talking, thinking with the water that is used at home; that is, the most 

lived space for humans,  

The house produces what is called wastewater, what we like to call second choice water. 

Inside the house we differentiate the wastewater separating the black waters of the 

toilets from that grey water that comes from the other utilities: the kitchen sink, 

showers, and bidets. The black waters, the dirtiest, go to the Imhoff tanks, with the 

 
119 Water interview.  
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intention to send them to a cultivated terrace that will be watered by subirrigation, as a 

direct aimed drain in the soil. This will distribute the nitrogen rich water to those crops 

that require a lot of nitrogen. The grey waters, quite clean, are depurated in a double 

phase process: the first part eliminates the oils, fats, and heavy particles; then the water 

deprived of such elements goes into the phytodepuration structure, a very simple 

system. A natural system of water depuration that happens because of the labour of 

bacteria, whose life and activities are favoured by some types of plants, in this case 

common swamp reeds that bring oxygen to the roots where they create a favourable 

environment for aerobic life. A favourable life for the bacteria that can decompose all 

the pollutants that are present in the water. Of course, we are careful not to use polluting 

liquids, paying attention to the detergents that we use for body care or to clean the 

house. Fortunately, we are able to produce the almost totality of the cleaning detergents 

with our products, with olive oil, the heater’s ash, essential oils.120  

In 2017, the water recycling project saw the creation of the pond earthwork for the 

phytodepuration system. Commonly, the compound “earthwork” identifies a change in the 

morphology of the land, of anthropogenic origin and with high-impact ecosystemic effects. 

Within permacultural design, earthworks still involve land alteration (see Section 5.2). 

However, these are carried out in an attempt to reduce exploitative anthropocentric 

approaches (e.g., the explosion that created the flat area where the Centre now exists) while 

engaging in multispecies and elemental interactions. Within Thar dö Ling, whenever I 

shower, use the toilet, wash the dishes, do the laundry, use the water, whenever I need 

domestic water, it comes out clean and drinkable from various taps. The water and I are in 

contact, only a brief moment of exchange where cleanness meets dirtiness to go back inside 

the pipes as so-called grey water. Thus, it is redirected to the old gebbia by the nursery, 

inhabited by the reeds met in the previous chapter (see Section 5.3). Acting as aerobic filters, 

the Phragmites australis purify the grey water with the help of the microorganisms that live 

in their roots and leafy litter, as grey water is a feeding nutrient for them. Once filtered, it 

fills the adjacent terracotta-coloured plastic tank, and its surplus flows into the pond, il 

laghetto. Either way, its transformation is given another value and function within the bigger 

system design. Comprehending the journey of Thar dö Ling grey water is another way to 

read the three ethics of permaculture as inscribed in the site: earth care, people care, fair 

share.  

 
120 Water interview.  
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Through the phytodepuration system, Simona and Danilo have been addressing the first 

permaculture ethic, care for the earth, by sharing the responsibility and energetic effort of 

the grey water’s purification. Rather than discharging them underground, where they 

commonly become problems to be addressed elsewhere (more or less efficiently), with the 

initial design and building effort and the collaboration of nonhuman beings, Thar dö Ling’s 

polluted waters are reconverted into irrigation water for use in the nursery and future 

vegetable garden area. The nursery’s plants are going to be transplanted in the food forest 

and along the remaining margins in the land, where Dondolo and Giorgiana have been 

grazing over the last decade, leaving their precious excrements behind. Some are 

decomposed in situ, in the ground, some are gathered into compost piles, in the space 

surrounding the phytodepurator and the pond, such as the bokashi, whose (de)composition 

also happens thanks to the contribution of the filtered grey water.  

 

Fig. 16: A Mayan view from the window of the room that welcomed me (Lepori 2019) 

The second ethic, people care, is imaginatively embedded in the food that will grow thanks 

to the filtered water, as this will irrigate the vegetable garden once enough organic matter is 

accumulated in zone 2. Even though three gebbie [old cisterns] are present on-site, the 

phytodepuration system was designed and built around the one found in zone 2 because of 
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the consistent level of energy that will be required in that area to tend the house garden of 

edibles. However, from a nonhuman perspective, I notice that the vegetable garden already 

exists: the tank water has been providing eating sources for many nonhumans through the 

nursery’s plants, but also the three retrofitted bathtubs acting as elevated garden beds. It has 

been one of my jobs over the past months of this temporary community to water the 

bathtubs—temporarily arranged two horizontally, one vertically as a rectangle—as these have 

been hosting leafy greens, strawberries and Jerusalem artichokes, whose flowers and fruits 

are mostly collected by honeybees, other insects and critters. A reminder that, within 

attempts to weave human eating habits into caring ecological relationships, we too have to 

labour for other beings. Indeed, even if the nursery’s plants do not yet yield essential oils or 

fruits in the food forest, even if the bathtubs’ plants only offer sporadic additions to our 

human diet, their existence cannot be conceived only for the sake of humans. Future harvests 

and gatherings cannot be imagined for human provisions alone. So, I tend them. Ten plants 

of silver beet and one onion have sprouted among other spontaneous plants that I do not 

recognise except for the portulaca, which I like to glean as I pass by (see Fig. 17).  

I know I have been dedicating time to something that will not reap a notable harvest for the 

humans on-site. Nonetheless, I recognise that the bathtubs’ plants are nourishing me on 

another level, as imagination encounters a place to be perceived and memories to be lived. I 

could not forget the seed box found in the magazzino agricolo [storehouse]. All those seeds, to 

be rearranged, renamed, thrown because badly kept, half-eaten, mouldy, simply old, coming 

from the early years of Thar dö Ling when vegetable gardens had been attempted during the 

rush to follow permaculture design by the book. Seeds from the time when Simona and 

Danilo still held goal-oriented modes of valuation (Centemeri 2018). Sorting them out is like 

remembering the seed box I left at my mother’s place, but also envisioning the site as I have 

not seen it. Wandering through the more or less worn packets that Simona and Danilo had 

gathered, I retrace relationships and imagine the seeds that might have a plant future. It is 

the game of back-and-forth movements of cultivation that I already mentioned regarding 

gardening and different agencies (see Section 4.1). Cultivation as a way to relate through 

seeds with what will be formed and is unseen, like the relationships that made the seeds 

present. Like the coming and going of the two streams is the water that I cannot see in the 

grown plants, in this grown body. In this sense, the seeds might be compared to the riverbeds 

at Serra Canneto, for both contain the memories and possibilities of the landscape’s multiple 

temporalities. In the Suvarelli stream, the sandy absent pools during summer allow Dondolo 

and Giorgiana to inhabit the space of water because of the freshness the riverbed retains.  
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Almost every day I pay a visit to the bathtubs’ vegetal beings. Walking to visit or water the 

plants traces patterns in the mind as the steps follow the changing patterns of zone 2. The 

fruiting trees are another landmark over the changing seasons. Lately, the need to water the 

nursery’s plants has waned as temperatures are dropping and rain ceases to be a memory. So, 

these days, checking the bathtubs is a good excuse to look for a ripe fig. Dondolo and 

Giorgiana showed it through their escapes: the two most productive trees are those near the 

pond. The one in the piazza in front of Simona and Danilo’s bedroom, and the one near the 

bokashi pile next to one of the olive patriarchs.   

 

Fig. 17: Spontaneous and cultivated vegetal beings in the bathtub (Lepori 2019) 

The third ethic, fair share, suggests the equal sharing of a surplus. In this case, the grey water 

that is depurated becomes a surplus that is equally shared among humans and nonhumans. 

Evidently, the pond was an initially considerable cost for the humans in the Thar dö Ling 

system because it had to be built and continues to demand some managing energy during the 

summer months when some of the water evaporates. I have already spent a few afternoon 

sessions sitting on one of the chairs that are moved around the piazza under the trees. Placing 

it in front of the pond, diary on the lap, I open the tap of a loose pipe that usually rests in 

the marjoram place under the window in front of the reeds, let the flow refill the pond, 

observe, and write. If Simona and Danilo wanted more water in the system, in terms of 

accumulation for human purposes, the pond could be considered a meaningless loss. From 

a strictly utilitarian and anthropocentric point of view, the water evaporation could be 

interpreted as negative feedback provided by the system (like the donkeys eating too much 



135 

vegetation too quickly). However, if considered from a multispecies perspective, the 

permaculture ethos includes sharing some of the water with nonhuman beings that are vital 

to the system’s wellbeing. Certainly, as the pond weaves more threads of biodiversity, a 

thicker web of life ensures more-than-human benefits. As Puig points out in her reflections 

on “ethics of care”, “standing by the vital necessity of care means standing for sustainable 

and flourishing relations, not merely survivalist or instrumental ones” (2012, 198). Although 

the pond is an event created by years of careful observation and interaction, as Danilo 

practically explains, it is much more than a functional site associated with the purpose of 

water depuration,  

This pond has multiple functions, and it was thought here precisely because it’s a natural 

gathering point, it’s downhill after the house and it is close to the area where water was 

needed, the garden and the nursery. It was also made using debris material, from the 

demolitions during the refurbishing of one of the buildings. As we couldn’t excavate 

easily, because of surfacing rocks, we chose to make a raised pond, by creating a bank 

as if it were a doughnut, which we isolated by making it waterproof with a plastic tarp. 

Then we filled it with water. We inserted some plants, which we gathered from natural 

swamp areas, thinking of introducing the least possible elements so that life itself could 

colonise this new environment. It was soon welcomed by the wild fauna because it’s a 

stable water point of reference in the radius of many kilometres. Yes, we are in a very 

rainy land, but also in a very arid land, above all in summer, with months of dryness.121   

Thus, the pond, like the bathtubs, exists also and especially for the sake of other beings, from 

which life humans also benefit. Contained within it is the already mentioned desire to offer 

shelter for nonhuman life. The same desire that motivated the food forest and the apiary is 

combined with the capacity to imagine the multiscale relationships that (de)compose the 

landscape. So it is that since its creation, the little lake has become a stable (as in present, not 

fixed), significant meeting and drinking point. Elements meet species while carrying out 

important ecosystemic services. The vegetally revitalised water is inhabited by groups of 

backswimmers and tree frogs that I can see among many I cannot see or do not recognise. 

Many vertebrates need points of drinking water but also insects, wasps, bees. In the warm 

and hot seasons, it is visited by the apiary’s honeybees that prefer the slimy water for 

temperature, minerals and salt reasons. That is where I often met them, during summer, 

drinking. As humans around the world have developed nutritional traditions around the 

processes of fermentation, for the purported health benefits but primarily for preservation 

 
121 Water interview.  
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purposes, similarly the bees choose the pond water to feed their superorganism system.122 

Dragonflies are attracted for their nurturing and reproductive activities, therefore 

concentrating on the surrounding area for their hunting expeditions. Sitting close to the 

pond, under the trees’ shade, returning to one of his dear concepts—the intricacy of the web 

of life—Danilo explained,  

Dragonflies are hunters both in the larval state, underwater, and in the aerial one, 

therefore they enter the relationship prey-predator with all those so-called harmful 

insects that could be parasites for the olive trees and others. Thus, to intensify the web 

of life allows not to have peaks of those animals that humans then define parasites. 

They are still present, but in manageable numbers. So, there aren’t manifested diseases 

because there is the prey-predator equilibrium prey-predator. If we break some 

connection, some knot, and the web becomes too simplified, it’s obvious that some 

opportunistic species could have some demographic peaks, creating issues like little 

harvests and so on. In fact, we wish to see, we hope and are curious to see, considering 

that this pond was designed in the same area where there will be the vegetable garden, 

how it will go with the (edible) plants.123  

I return to the idea explored in Chapter 4 that caring is relating. As a bundle of converging 

relations, the phytodepuration system is the dynamic product of caring labours of 

multispecies and elemental mutual collaborations. Like the nonhuman caring of the donkeys, 

the compost piles and its inhabitants, it is also the reeds inhabiting the gebbia and the bacteria 

inhabiting the reeds that take care of the grey water humans consider waste or “second 

choice”. Such more-than-human acts of caring illuminate, once again, the related questions 

of agency and intentionality, which in turn call for an acknowledgment of the landscape’s 

sympoiesis. As Haraway (2016) expresses, sympoiesis means that every making is a making-

with. Thus, following Puig, “caring is more than an affective-ethical state: it involves material 

engagement in labours to sustain interdependent worlds, labours that are often associated 

with exploitation and domination” (2012, 198). Moreover, as caring offers no straightforward 

meanings, it is not to be identified with harmony and rewards. Instead, it requires an 

engagement “with the inescapable troubles of interdependent existences” (Puig 2012, 199). 

Within Simona and Danilo’s considerations of energy retention, looking at the pond’s 

earthwork as an example of staying with such troubles of living-with (to paraphrase 

Haraway), the pond becomes the site’s element that best connects waste and water. Glancing 

 
122 During his observations, Danilo noticed they prefer water with minerals and salt to fresh clean water, and 

warm water over cool.  
123 Water interview.  
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at the pond as they speak, they recall through place the Thar dö Ling transformations of 

water and waste while participating in phyto-hydro relations. This is one piece of information 

Simona and Danilo highlighted in their interview. The pond is the place for another tangible 

recognition of the embodied energy of things, materials, beings, elements. A recognition not 

only in terms of grey water recycling—the recovery of water’s embodied energy—but also 

because its earthwork was shaped thanks to the debris of the two houses’ renovation 

(otherwise waste material). As Simona and Danilo recount, because of Serra Canneto’s rocky 

territory, it was difficult to excavate, so the epic of the debris repurposing (see Section 3.1) 

saw the pond place developing from the mounds of demolished materials laying around the 

house in their imagined potentialities. Similar to the bathtubs’ concept of planting in an 

elevated contained surface to compensate for little soil depth, the pond focuses on elevating 

(through the accumulation of debris) and containing the surface of the ground where it is 

not advisable to dig. So, in being composed by matter recovered from being wasted, the 

pond embodies permaculture design’s alternative valuing practices (see Section 3.1) with 

Centemeri’s reflections on multispecies commoning. That is, the pond is part of a “more-

than-human community (that) has to learn to work together in such a way as to produce and 

maintain the conditions of its reproduction and wellbeing” (Centemeri 2018, 11). In telling 

how animals gradually “colonised” the place, Danilo noticed,  

It’s a slower process, if someone would like to have a visibly ready pond after one 

month. We don’t already consider it definite in this configuration, but we like to use the 

permacultural principle of ‘use small and slow solutions,’ which allows us to observe 

and understand if there are small changes to make. There isn’t a perfect theoretical 

pond, there is the pond that is well suited to this place’s ecosystem. For example, over 

the years, we have had many puddles. We’ve seen frogs here and there, and some toads 

too. But for the first time, this year, the third of the pond’s life, we’ve witnessed a 

massive reproduction of frogs. Their concerts started in March. It’s something we’d 

never seen before in spite of the puddles we’d made in the past year. This means that 

this pond, in this place, and maybe with these dimensions, is exactly what was needed 

for these animals to be able to reproduce. So, to give the possibility to toads, dragonflies, 

to have a permanent water source allows to have within the radius of many kilometres 

these beings that wouldn’t otherwise be here.124 

Like water itself, the pond is a stable, but not definite, source of conditions for life’s 

reproduction. Given the appropriate conditions, life is in constant formation and 

 
124 Water interview.  
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(de)composition, therefore at odds with progressive ideas of accumulation without return. 

As Andreas Weber writes, “the ontology of the world is never fixed and unequivocal; it is 

always process, always birth, always becoming” (2016, 105). Such a dynamism, as I noted in 

Chapter 1, is reflected in the name meaning of Thar dö Ling, “the place of those who seek 

great peace”, where I interpreted “peace” as that which evokes the sustainable living the 

permacultural site tries to embody; a sustainability that cannot be achieved as an end goal. 

Instead, it is a becoming and making with, a land shaping that is never arrival, but a 

continuous unfolding of life’s creativity expressed through the interweaving of human and 

nonhuman bodies and world makings.  

6.2 Local Energy 

I come up from la caldaia [the heater zone] with a large pot full of ash gathered from the 

biomass boiler downstairs. In the same pot used to cook big feasts during community events, 

I am going to make new lye for the washing machine. I cover the pile of ash with water from 

the kitchen sink, doubling the content, and put it on the stove to boil as a decoction. I wait 

without waiting, filling time with small activities that keep me around the kitchen. Every now 

and then, I stir with a long wooden ladle until it reaches boiling point. I turn it off and move 

to the next activity. Once the floating turbines of ash have settled on the bottom of the pot, 

there is some time to wait for the liquid to cool down. I have already collected the empty 

plastic bottles from the washing sink, the metal scoop, and the funnel to transfer the lye. So 

I begin the transfusion, enjoying its colour, the tannin tonality. Its scent like burned wood.  

As seen in the previous chapter, when Simona and Danilo began looking at the olive grove 

with a permaculture attitude, they understood that an olive grove not only offers olives for 

the oil. It gifts olives as food for humans and other animals; it gifts habitat; it gifts wood, the 

dry branches as forage for Dondolo and Giorgiana, other parts to be burned, the ashes 

gathered to obtain one of the cleaning products of the house. Like the dishwashing liquid, 

the cleaning sprays and the soaps, the lye for the washing machine is composed entirely of 

local ingredients. With the exception of the soap bars that also need caustic soda, many of 

the cleaning and cosmetic products are made with ingredients found or produced in situ. 

Such an attachment to the locality of what composes them is comparable to the dedication 

invested in the search and choice of local foods for the meals eaten at home, eaten by 

Dondolo and Giorgiana, eaten by the bokashi pile’s microorganisms. Indeed, as already 

presented, locavorism (see Section 4.1) characterises almost every activity that happens 
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within Thar dö Ling. From the bokashi becomings, the extraction of essential oils, the bees’ 

making honey, to the fertilisation made by the donkeys and the making of the pond, the 

attachment to and prioritisation of the local—the “coming from one’s place”—is one of the 

foundations of Simona and Danilo’s permaculture-inspired living.  

Above all, locavore living is a question of time, a question of energy. The two go necessarily 

hand-in-hand. Dedicating time to search and procure the local ingredients to feed a 

permaculture system (especially when it involves having external inputs, like the strawbales 

for the donkeys or the swamp reeds for the gebbia) is a matter of how much time one has at 

their disposal and how this is valued. If in permaculture, nothing is to be wasted but always 

reintroduced and recycled, time is no exception. Indeed, time is exactly what determines the 

energy materially involved in the system’s (de)compositional labours. Although time and 

energy are not materially visible or readily perceivable, they can be imagined. Imagining 

everything, every being and element that makes a permaculture system (as well as any place) 

as temporal and energetical embodiments is part of its design. As Falk reminds us, design “is 

never complete because the site is always becoming something new with each passing week, 

month, year” (2013, 25).   

As with anything, being locavore can also be distorted into risky fixations that obfuscate 

socioenvironmental injustices happening at global geopolitical levels. A strictly normative 

attachment to one’s place as being better than anyone else’s could lead to elitist ideas of place, 

to closure and limitations, a place-based reverence that could develop into dangerous and 

unethical idolatry. This might be prevented by trying to cultivate an awareness of life 

interconnectedness that recognises the continuity between local and global places and lives. 

Such a cultivation could remind that nowhere and nobody (although unevenly) are exempt 

from the matters of this world. Realistically, it is unlikely to have full control over the locality 

of the ingredients that feed one’s permaculture system. However, it is notable that the 

attempt to increase the number of meaningful relations develops a heightened awareness of 

the energy involved in sustaining it. The permaculture attentiveness to patterns of energy is 

primarily an approach that attempts to reply to the questions: who and what are supporting 

my life? What is the energetic cost spent to sustain my life? Like Simona and Danilo explained 

after learning it from the plants, other animals, water and debris, to reach such a 

consciousness, timeframes are to be shifted. With such shifts come different conceptions of 

work and leisure. Different conceptions of living. As Simona reflected with regard to the 

houses’ renovation (see Section 3.2), changing habits demands changing times beyond 
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romanticism. It calls for the cultivation of synchronous time beyond the logic of 

disposability. Making time to care for the gifts held in the “embodied knots of time” (Rose 

2012) is not a question of having more of it or using less of it; it is precisely a matter of 

valuing how it is used through the amount of energy the usage requires. Thus, it would appear 

that time is neither augmented nor perpetually fixed. It is not wasted or saved but rather 

distributed differentially across the spaces of one’s place. Along similar lines, Neimanis 

describes the cycles of water,  

Our planet neither gains nor relinquishes the water it harbours, but only witnesses its 

continual reorganization, redistribution, and relocation. This means that the water that 

temporarily comprises and sustains all of these bodies brings with it a history that is at 

least 3.9 billion years old and will continue far beyond the span of our own lifetimes, 

and the lifetimes of all those other bodies, too. (2017, 66)   

In this sense, the pond is an elemental and multispecies site of encounter that reproduces, 

on a small-scale, possibilities of reciprocal, mutual relationality for the things, beings and 

places to shape and to be shaped. There is a wooden chair under the bending flexing reeds 

in front of the water made out of used pallets. I sat with the tickling reeds to write; I sat to 

draw what was before the eyes. The pond embraced on one side by the group of reeds, on 

the other by one of the olive patriarchs. An ancient olive tree split in the middle, with its 

branches that bowed towards the water. Not so far from it, the alder that died in July and 

the lemongrass growing on the side of the irrigation tank. Some rocks placed around the 

pond’s border to keep it stable are used by the honeybees as landing platforms for their 

feeding drinking activities. I sat to be with the honeybees. I imagined connections, 

transformed sources that brought us together transcorporeally. Water. Honey, the bees’ 

labour (together with the flowers and the air…). The more this imagination was trained, the 

more I became aware that “the passage from body of water to body of water (always as body 

of water) is never synecdochal or metaphoric; it is radically material. These complex and 

shared cyclings—body, to body, to body—comprise our planetary hydrocommons” 

(Neimanis 2017, 86). 

6.3 Food’s Liquidity 

This morning I went out to throw the rest of a misunderstood kombucha forsaken in the 

fridge. Made of prickly pears, the colour was amazing, the taste a little less. Therefore I fed 

it to the bokashi pile, which has been reducing itself, becoming soil. As I did that, I saw the 

flowers of a type of sage, Salvia splendens, blooming again. It must be the accorded period 
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for the Labiatae to flower. Not only the salvias but also the rosemary, the nepitella, the 

savory, the basil and the mint verbena wait until the conditions of this early autumn to open 

up to the world, while others have long dried up: the curry plant, the cineraria, some of the 

lavenders. As I was there enjoying the flowers’ switched-on colours—yellow for the 

Jerusalem artichokes behind me, and salmon, white, bordeaux for the sage in front of me 

and the bokashi—I saw the image of a thought. Michał’s camera inside the room that I could 

walk into the house to get; the camera to go out with to take pictures of the flowers while I 

can. Like the bees’ gathering nectar to make honey, collecting the moment. Capturing 

moments through photographs and words provides the impression of having a fixed, stored 

collection of data. I remind myself that such images are composed of the lives of countless 

nonhumans that will no longer exist in that shape in this landscape. Simona advises to smell 

the sage flowers because “it is a beautiful thing”. So, I smell them while I can. Another way 

of gathering them. Within their beauty is the caring of water, the caring of honeybees, among 

many other forms of labour with which I relate. It is only when I see them growing as somatic 

extensions of their plant—gradually, day by day, night by night—that I notice how much 

they live, how much they last in this world where I am also passing by.  

A honeybee lives for an average of 42 days during the warm hot months of spring and 

summer. There has been a time and a space when we lived together. There are things that 

can preserve their existence until future encounters and other becomings. For instance, 

honey and pollen are material memories of those bees that worked for them, and are also 

different embodiments of water.125  

This morning I also made bread, and I realised I never wrote in detail about breadmaking in 

four months of fieldwork. Similar to the style of sourdough Michał and I have been baking 

for the past seven years, the bread Simona bakes is a highly hydrated, digestible, wholemeal, 

intensely filling dough. Baked in rectangular tins, it is composed of Timilìa flour, bought as 

25 kg sacks from a Sicilian grower and producer of ancient wheats; carob flour, made from 

ground carob pods collected on the day before my mother arrived at the site of Thar dö 

Ling; room temperature water, municipal water from the tap, coming from the mountain 

source; the starter, a collection of yeasts brewing in fermenting flour with water kept in a jar 

in the fridge; and the air that the yeasts contain when the dough is left to rest. The 

 
125 Drawing on Mary Carruthers’ (1990) work on memory and medieval culture, it is interesting to notice that 

bees and beehives are part of a long history of metaphors and tropes connecting them with memory and 
recollection.  
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temperature of the room, the temperature of the hands. The starter’s fermentation, in 

collaboration with the above components, will be the activator of the levitation that creates 

the stretchiness of the dough that makes the bread more digestible. But this is not a 

breadmaking class nor a recipe; I have not written any quantity for the ingredients or steps 

to be followed. I am confirming the fieldnotes by writing that I am not going to write about 

baking bread. How I move the hands in the bowl, mixing the sieved flour with the water to 

make the two encounter each other. The hand turning that is not kneading. The salt that I 

forget or not to add. Where does it come from? The Mediterranean Sea, somewhere from 

the shops. Over the past months, we have been experimenting with pollen, adding the 

colourful grains to the bread dough to enrich its protein content. The dough turns orange, 

yellow, sweeter. The bees’ labour, and that of the flowers, the water, is embedded in the 

bread that will bring us together through difference. As Neimanis writes, “a transcorporeal 

interpermeation is not only a transit across bodies in space; it is also a transcorporeal 

gestationality across times … [as water] facilitates the becoming of bodies” (2017, 95).  

Another way to move through time and space with water, flowers and honeybees is the 

brewing of the kombucha beverage. Encouraged by the availability of fermented honey 

(whose water content was too high), which is not saleable because it is difficult to preserve, 

and a pack of green tea that nobody drank, Michał and I introduced this drinking tradition 

we discovered in Australia, popular among so-called health food enthusiasts.126 Kombucha 

is a fizzy, refreshing and energising non-alcoholic drink composed of water, sweetened black 

or green tea and sugar (fruit can be added for flavour) in relation with a starter of yeasts and 

bacteria127 that can be inherited, given (as in our case), exchanged, but also purchasable. There 

are kits and instructions to assemble, create, make anything, within do-it-yourself, self-

sufficiency, or maker practice. Whether by neoliberal marketing or word-of-mouth, 

homemaking self-assembling is often presented as a convenient way to lower the prices of 

consumption; homemade products as empowering things and processes for economical, 

ethical or health reasons.128 While all these aspects can be true, if taken out of context and 

without any awareness of “the multiple disregarded places of economic and ecological 

support” (Plumwood 2008, 139), they underscore the “slow violence” (Nixon 2011) 

contained in the story that some components or ingredients bring with them. That is, the 

 
126 According to the literature, kombucha is said to have originated in north-eastern China.  
127 A symbiotic culture of bacteria and yeast (SCOBY).  
128 In terms of health benefits, see for example Sreeramulu Yang Zhu, and Wieger Knol (2000) and, more 

recently, Nyhan et al. (2022).  
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commodification of life can play on imaginaries that, even though holding counternarrative 

potential, often reiterate what Rob Nixon calls “the dynamics of concealment” (2009). As 

with the sack of fertiliser I mentioned near the compost toilet (see Section 3.3) or the bokashi 

pile ingredients gathered near the nursery (see Section 4.1), if we had to buy innumerable 

kilograms of sugar (the widespread sucrose used to sweeten the tea) and tea to support the 

home production of kombucha, this beverage would defeat the permaculture principles’ 

purposes.  

 

Fig. 18: Honeybees swarming or their democratic decision-making process to find a new home (Lepori 2019) 

A few times, Danilo commented that rain is truly democratic because when it falls, it falls on 

everyone regardless of who they are. As established at the beginning of this chapter, 

(rain)water has been a special presence for human life, even more so when people live in the 

concealed geographies of the neoliberal age (Nixon 2011), like the difficult, less serviced, 

isolated areas like the Valley of Sagana. To shed more light on Simona and Danilo’s 

attentiveness to the movements of energy, it is important to recall some of the history of 

inequity that characterises the territory where Thar dö Ling emerged. Here, I again call on 

the figure of Danilo Dolci, whose work on waste paid particular attention to water. In Dolci’s 

time and context, waste was not intended as “refuse” in itself but as the act of wasting (see 

Section 3.2), whereby resources (including the human) were not properly managed. Indeed, 

until the 1960s, western Sicily lacked adequate hydraulic infrastructure to support a mostly 

agrarian population. Writing about Sicilian water management, Ilaria Giglioli and Erik 

Swyngedouw suggest that “shortages of water are not seen as resulting from an inherent 
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water scarcity” but rather the hydrological cycle meeting “patterns of water production and 

use, which in turn are tied to the perceptions of water availability deriving from the local 

political and techno-natural history of the harnessing and distribution of water” (2008, 395). 

In their analysis, the latter are connected to power relations, namely Mafia politics and the 

local-national nexuses rooted in Italy’s unification in 1861 and Sicily’s problematic 

integration. These circumstances determined a series of socioenvironmental problems, 

meaning “access to water in the late nineteenth century was essentially left to a scramble 

between local elites, in which legal backing to individual claims was sought in half-forgotten 

age-old feudal rights” (2008, 397). Thus, power over water and agricultural irrigation caused 

an extreme level of conflict, “and the first documented Mafia murders in clashes between 

different clans occurred in 1874 precisely around control of a water source in the village of 

Monreale, on the outskirts of Palermo” (Santino, as cited in Giglioli and Swyngedouw 2008, 

397).   

When Dolci arrived in the village of Trappeto in 1952, in the vicinity of Monreale and the 

Valley of Sagana, he found a degraded place lacking proper road and sewage infrastructures, 

with unemployment as the dominant state of being for most of the year, especially due to 

water scarcity (Ragone 2011).129 Over his long period of activism, Dolci was a fervent 

advocate for building large-scale dams and other hydraulic infrastructure that would signal 

the modernisation of the region that hosted him. Within Thar dö Ling’s conceptualisation, 

Dolci’s work was a deep source of inspiration in terms of his nonviolent and maieutic 

methods of communication and education. However, when discussing his writings on the 

exploitation (waste) of the local population,130 Danilo pointed out the controversial attitude 

of Dolci’s activist underpinnings. Although highly critical of modernity, he thought 

empowerment and education were the means to reach technological progress as the drive 

for emancipation. That is, emancipation from fossilised structures of power, from rurality 

associated with poverty, from organised crime. Drawing on Nixon’s (2010) work on 

“unimagined communities”, it can be useful to compare Dolci’s intent with the 20th-century 

urge to produce visible and tangible projects of nation-building. Nixon writes, “to erect a 

megadam was literally to concretise the postcolonial nation’s modernity, prosperity, and 

autonomy” (2010, 66), even though within such projects is the concealment of who and what 

 
129 Remember that this is the same territory where the bandit Salvatore Giuliano had found refuge and could 

manage his outlaws’ gang (see Section 3.2).  
130 See for example Sicilian Lives (Dolci 1981).  
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had to be disposed. Even if, in the wake of Italy’s First Republic,131 much of Dolci’s direct 

action focused on the development of marginal and internal areas for similar purposes of 

prosperity and autonomy, the infrastructural aims were always accompanied by a passionate 

dedication to communication, literacy and creativity. While there is a problem with 

identifying humans and more-than-humans as “social” and “natural” resources—which 

reiterate the positioning of some human needs above those of other beings and other 

humans—it is also problematic not to consider Dolci’s humanist thought from a historical 

perspective. He was convinced that everyone thrives only when adequate conditions are 

available to them. In presenting modes of teaching or educating, a stanza of one of Dolci’s 

poems from Poema umano [Human Poem] reads,  

C’è pure chi educa, senza nascondere  

l’assurdo ch’è nel mondo, aperto ad ogni  

sviluppo ma cercando  

d’essere franco all’altro come a sé,  

sognando gli altri come ora non sono:   

ciascuno cresce solo se sognato.  

 

There is also who educates, without hiding  

the absurdity of the world, open to every  

development but trying  

to be frank to the other like to themselves,  

dreaming the others like they are now not:  

everyone grows only when dreamed. (1974, 105; my transl.)  

 
The last two verses are in the notes of a hot July day, when I spent an afternoon listening to 

a CD of Dolci’s poems, taking notes, reflecting, as I welcomed the pain of a newly arrived 

period. From a posthuman and new materialist perspective, the same applies to everything, 

not only everyone. Everything grows only when dreamed. However, much depends on what 

is meant by growth and who means it. Menstrual blood can be absorbed by disposable pads 

and tampons that pile up in landfills, and it can be collected in reusable ones, or in silicone 

cups, to be washed away with water. Rain might be considered democratic like Danilo said, 

but the abilities to harvest it, conserve it, filter it are not readily available to everyone as the 

 
131 From 1946 to 1992, when the Italian political system underwent significant structural changes.  
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infrastructures were not in western Sicily until very recently.132 At the individual household 

level, it is mainly a question of privilege, economic and educational; at the institutional level, 

it is a question of power relations (especially in a region like Sicily, whose politics, as already 

seen, retain high levels of Mafia interference); at the level of other beings, much depends on 

the scale and impact of some human actions. At all levels, it is also an issue of imagination 

and its struggles, which is what Thar dö Ling and Dolci’s projects have in common, having 

both emerged from different instances of capitalism’s crises.133 Neither are exempt from 

capitalist relationality, although they are both challenging attempts.   

Dams and other water management infrastructures have undeniably been dangerously useful 

technologies allowing larger groups of people to thrive, temporarily reducing some human 

inequalities while others brewed somewhere else. Hydraulic mega infrastructures have been 

allowing massive projects of agriculture, farming, electricity production and urbanisation. 

They have allowed people like me, a Sardinian woman whose great aunt was illiterate, to be 

writing this. At the same time, they have exacerbated the illusion of linearity rooted within 

such mass, large-scale projects. The illusion that extraction is never-ending, that resources 

are boundless and one-way (see Section 4.1). There is no emphasis on the return, which once 

again suggests the dominant linear Western/ised conception of time sustains cultures of 

exctractivism.134 This thought takes me back to the bokashi compost, not far from the pond, 

where I stood throwing the kombucha into the pile. The watery activation of the kombucha’s 

starter is similar to the activation process for the starter to raise the bread, which is similar 

to the activation that happens in the bokashi pile to begin the decomposition process. They 

are an interplay of feeding, eating and growing that need adequate liquid conditions to thrive, 

as Danilo explained,   

In the bokashi recipe, we cannot forget about water, which is to be added in the right 

quantity, because if there is too little, life doesn’t happen and grow. The microorganisms 

need a fluid means to reproduce and carry out their activities. It shouldn’t be too much 

either, otherwise the pile gets clogged and there is no oxygen entering, which triggers 

 
132 And they still are not. In 2020 an ANBI (National Association for Land Reclamation and Irrigation) 

investigative report mentions the unequal situation in Sicily at the level of hydraulic infrastructures and 
management (see Indagine conoscitiva sui consorzi di bonifica, irrigazione e valorizzazione dell’ambiente 2020).  

133 On the colonisation of imagination and doing radical imagination, see for example Haiven (2014), Meschiari 
(2019).  

134 Regarding naturalcultural exctractivism, Indigenous thinkers around the world have offered challenging 
work, also pointing out that resource extraction is related to ontological and epistemic exctractivism, see for 
example Betasamosake Simpson (2014).  
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anaerobic processes. In our case, to make the pile humid we added the water that comes 

out of the phytodepurator, which is also rich in life.135  

The bokashi reminds us of the necessity to feed the soil, to give back to the soil to support 

life’s growth, attempting to avoid the “double death” effect of non-reciprocal relationality 

and forgetting the gifts of “ethical time” (Rose 2012). Similarly, with water, growth should 

be envisioned in elemental multispecies terms, non-anthropocentrically; that is, thinking with 

water at different levels, from different perspectives. Its peculiarity is that it comes and goes; 

therefore, its elemental essence already evades linear and goal-oriented concepts of growth. 

A dam provides the space for the accumulation of water as a resource to be (ab)used by 

humans, who in turn are offered opportunities to thrive in certain areas that end up becoming 

altered ecosystems. Yet, in the long run, a dam is not increasing the overall water availability: 

water has only been diverted, kept, contained and centralised. If some ended up having more, 

others had to adapt to having less. In light of the current epoch of ecological collapse, human 

living, dwelling, cannot continue to be approached with the same dominant, linear and 

centralised solutions that do not cultivate reciprocity.136  

6.4 Multiscale Immersion 

Thar dö Ling receives rain, but as Simona pointed out, Serra Canneto is also very arid, having 

long rainless periods usually over the summer season, meaning more municipal water will be 

used. So, the phytodepuration system is an attempt to experiment with reciprocal relationality 

through low impact, small-scale water management, where the pond is an effort to make 

space and time for nonhuman others. As Simona expressed,  

Even our wellbeing is at stake. You have no idea how happy I am in summer when I 

take a shower or wash the plates, because I don’t live it as waste. I am feeding the plants, 

I am giving water to the dragonflies, the bees, and it’s a wonderful sensation because 

you feel within the circle of life. You don’t feel guilty, “I should consume less water!”. 

You take what you need obviously and then it is reused.137  

 
135 Bokashi interview.  
136 Notably, in May 2022 in Italy, ANBI and Coldiretti (the two major associations for irrigation and agricultural 

production) presented a plan for the construction of 10,000 small-scale reservoirs to be scattered over the 
flat and hilly territory to counterbalance the worrisome hydrological deficit (see “Piano Laghetti” 2022). In 
June 2022, AdBPo (Autorità di Bacino Distrettuale del Fiume Po) declared that Italy’s longest river, the Po, 
which has been supporting (among other beings and nonbeings) the country’s main industrial area, is 
experiencing the worst drought of the past 70 years (AdBPo 2022). In July 2022, the Italian government 
declared a state of emergency in five northern regions (Piemonte, Lombardia, Emilia Romagna, Friuli Venezia 
Giulia and Veneto) connected to the Po Valley (Agence France-Presse 2022).  

137 Water interview.  
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Even if, anthropocentrically, rainwater is not yet the main hydric source within the 

permaculture system, for the majority of beings inhabiting Serra Canneto (and not directly 

involved in the caring practices of the permacultural site) it certainly is the principal source. 

That is why it is in the whole system’s interest that rain is conserved in various ways. Here, I 

return to the attention to scale(s) mentioned earlier. Capturing rainwater is not intended for 

the sake of humans only, although the attentiveness for other beings is not to be romanticised 

either. Indeed, a systemic approach to the rocky, arid territory where Thar dö Ling exists has 

helped Simona and Danilo understand that water and soil fertility are tightly woven together. 

If the soil becomes rich in organic matter, it will be able to sustain more horti-agri-silvicultural 

activities; moreover, the land itself will store more water, requiring minimal energetic efforts 

on the human side in terms of watering and overreliance on municipal water. In this outlook, 

rainwater is captured not only by the available tanks but directly by other living communities 

from which humans will also benefit.  

To decentralise rainwater conservation, Dondolo and Giorgiana and the food forest’s plants 

(as well as other vegetal beings, which is why they periodically need respite from the donkeys) 

play significant roles. The donkeys fertilise the soil as they move, while the vegetation 

(especially when thicker like in zones 4 and 5) creates barriers of humidity and retains water 

in the ground through the roots. As in most parts of Sicily, the available woody areas are 

constantly impacted by arson (see Section 3.1), erosion is being accelerated and much soil is 

lost during rains, resulting in rampant desertification and water salinification. I remember 

Simona on the phone to the 1515 operators any time there was a fire we were aware of, 

telling them, “a potential forest is burning!”. A reminder that the growing times of a forest 

go beyond immediately human timescales. Writing about “technoscientific timescapes”, Puig 

observes that “the future of soils appears pulled forward by an accelerated timeline towards 

a gloomy environmental future, while the present time left for action is compressed by 

urgency” (Puig 2015, 693). Although needed, urgency is not and cannot be the only driving 

mode for human interactions, especially if these are grounded in reciprocal practices of care: 

“even when care is compelled by urgency, there is a needed distance from feelings of 

emergency, fear and future projections in order to focus on caring well” (Puig 2015, 707). At 

its core, imagining the future of anything, anyone, is an opening to the hope that there will 

be futures that will not be merely gloomy but will demand adjustments to, caring for and 

correspondences with more-than-human temporal and spatial scales that are not fixed. To 

do so, above all, “we must imagine ourselves in the first place as participants, each immersed 

with the whole of our being in the currents of a world in-formation” (Ingold 2011, 129). 
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Fig. 19: Dondolo grazing in the Northern olive grove in May 2019 (Lepori 2019) 

Like a permaculture design, planning the temporary community required much imaginative 

work. On my side, the interactions with the nonhuman materialities I had chosen as guides—

the signposts to this work (waste, food, plants and water)—had been imagined prior to the 

arrival, then imagined when I was on-site, and finally recollected throughout this writing 

process. Figuring out where the water goes, where it was, how much filled the tanks and 

entered the soil. How it flowed into the pond and how much was absorbed by the reeds. 

Envisioning when it would come and when it would be gone. I thought the honeybees caught 

my attention first. As a human being part of the same class of animals, I had imagined the 

donkeys would be more spontaneous to connect with. Instead, they were somehow hesitant 

to enter the relationship. It might have been me. Moreover, as they were often wet and 

grazing in yet unknown parts of the land, it was more complicated to be in their company 

(see Fig. 19). With hindsight, I am aware that the chances, perceptions, movements and what 

can be defined more generally as my agency and intentionality, coemerged with the elemental 

and multispecies interweaving that shaped the land. The initiation to fieldwork through the 

rain was one of the major factors that characterised it. Its duration amounted to 

approximately one month, but in the arranged, bounded, constructed temporality in Sicily, 

the rain became a significant agent in the movements with serra Canneto.  
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At the riverbank of Suvarelli, 

Me: When will the water arrive here? It depends on the rain, right? 

Danilo: Yes, with the first rains, because this stream is connected to a hydrographic 

basin, so when it rains there’s water. The other stream is connected to a perennial source 

and that one is always there. There, water is absent because it’s captured by the 

aqueduct. So, potentially, even in summer, there could be always water … in fact, 

sometimes, at night you can hear it—when the tanks get filled. Here, if it doesn’t rain 

there’s no flow.  

We move down in the super dry riverbed. It’s the 2nd of October 2019, and Simona says, “I 

hope it will rain”. I ask them if it could happen that it does not rain for the whole month of 

October. She says, “it’s not impossible”.  

I take a look at a plant with little white flowers near the eucalyptus and ask which one it is. 

Danilo says it’s called daphnia. I say that it has a really nice perfume, it smells like honey and 

he says he hasn’t seen the bees on it. I say I haven’t seen them either. Danilo says that 

butterflies like it and other insects too, but it’s poisonous, the donkeys don’t eat it. In fact 

it’s very vigorous. “Is it poisonous for us too?” I ask. He replies, “I think so”.  

We sit listening inside one of the dry pools. Bees and flies are buzzing among others. Simona 

says, “Here, the signs of water are visible, if it’d be here, we would be inside a puddle”. I say, 

“We’ve seen it for a while”. Danilo would be covered up to his chest. Simona says that seen 

from above these pools have a beautiful colour, “emerald, green.”  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

This thesis has been a reading, recollection, gathering, and writing of the permacultural site 

of Thar dö Ling. In order to do that, as a material ecocritical autoethnography, this project 

combined six months of immersive fieldwork life with material ecocritical analysis, based on 

the new material and posthuman infused concept of “storied matter” (Iovino and 

Oppermann 2014), along with environmental humanist insights on “connectivity” and 

“reciprocity” (Rose and Robin 2004, Wright 2017). In doing so, this research enacted 

possibilities of “storying” and “worlding” (Neimanis, Åsberg, and Hedrén 2015, van Dooren 

and Rose 2016), as in ethically engaging with, the shared narrative experienced within Thar 

dö Ling.  

As such, this attempt required a way of writing that could express the more-than-human 

narrative agencies and design abilities that contributed to shape both the thesis and the 

permacultural site. Through what I called a collage methodology, theoretical insights were 

woven, in writing, with the more-than-human threads gathered within Thar dö Ling during 

fieldwork practices. Thus, this work combined material ecocritical analysis with 

autoethnographic reflections, and writing within an elemental and multispecies narrative 

frame, to address a gap identified within permaculture studies. Contributing to advance 

interdisciplinary research across material ecocriticism and the environmental humanities, in 

conversation with permaculture thought, this thesis interrogated and responded to the lack 

of investigation of the nonhuman, more-than-human agencies that (de)compose a 

permaculture design and/or site. Collaging multiple temporal and spatial dimensions, 

agencies, and partial encounters, throughout this reading and writing I responded to the 

research question, “how can one write on the basis of what one knows?” That is to say, I 

articulated how the composition of this thesis text could respond to the awareness of more-

than-human entanglements emerging from the intersection of environmental humanities 

scholarship and lived experience with the permacultural site of Thar dö Ling.  

To imagine and communicate worldly interconnectedness through situated relations of 

reciprocity, and to develop a deanthropocentric attentiveness, this thesis proposed to 

interpret Thar dö Ling as an inscription based on more-than-human acts of communication 

and written as a shared narrative of regeneration. Illuminating how the site contained 

possibilities of ecological narratives that disrupt and unsettle the centrality of the human, this 
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thesis redefined the roles played by the humans within the permaculture design. Presenting 

the mutual elemental and multispecies relationality that inscribes Thar dö Ling, this text 

expresses its more-than-human (de)composition.    

Karin Bolender writes that “we all live in landscapes and languages that hold traces of lost 

kinships” (2014, 77). Indeed, as Anna Tsing reminds us, human livelihoods are increasingly 

produced within degraded and blasted landscapes (2017). While holding the material-

semiotic connections of such traces of loss, landscapes and languages are not definitive, nor 

are they fixed. They are constantly being (de)composed and reimagined, although 

increasingly under anthropogenic universalising attacks that leave little spaces and times for 

regeneration. Currently, this world where life and nonlife is created is ruined irreversibly. I 

am aware that this is only one part of the story. There are practices of care as this thesis 

articulated. The point is neither to accept widespread degradation, nor to fight it, but rather 

navigating the fact that such an anthropogenic degradation has been (unevenly) crafting life 

and nonlife for a while. Thom van Doreen is said to have explained to Donna Haraway that 

it is necessary “to join forces to reconstitute refuges, to make possible partial and robust 

biological-cultural-political technological recuperation and recomposition, which must 

include mourning irreversible losses” (Haraway 2015, 160). As outlined in Chapter 1, such 

reconstitutions require training reparative mindsets and forms of imagination (Gibson, Rose, 

and Fincher 2015) that could help overcome beliefs of human exceptionalism. This research 

has engaged with the loss of Earth’s languages and landscapes by experiencing, exploring 

and expressing the partial recuperation emerging within the Centre Thar dö Ling.  

On the one hand, this project crafted a collage methodology to present specific expressions 

of reparative imagination emerging within Thar dö Ling, on the other hand I am dedicated 

to the thesis writing as a project that offers thoughts and images of interconnectedness of 

life through a fragmentation that conveys different perspectives. That is to say, this project 

negotiates with the loss among which it emerged, through a place-based writing that could 

make spaces and times for the multiple more-than-human agencies involved within both the 

thesis and the permacultural site.   

Cutting through the edges of different investigative fields, this material ecocritical 

autoethnography is a manner of imagining a different appreciation of being in/with the 

more-than-human world. If Stacy Holman Jones notes that “to engage in autoethnography 

is to be two and to perform a delicate balancing act between self and culture, flux and 

movement, story and context, fiction and fact, art and science, writer and reader” (as cited 
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in Mackinlay 2019, 210), this thesis has attempted to be a collective, despite the formally 

declared singular authorship. To unsettle such a singularity, I presented both the work of this 

thesis and the permacultural site as a shared narrative through the means of autoethnography, 

redefining the meaning of its ‘auto’ towards a comprehensive multispecies and elemental 

understanding of selfhood (Mathews 2006). Stitched together, the pieces that this body-mind 

and other agencies selected offer one possible composition of the Thar dö Ling 

permacultural system, which is the result of partial encounters and ongoing decomposition.  

Living with the Sicilian permacultural site in the Valley of Sagana meant that my Thar dö 

Ling experiences were certainly closer to the agential materiality of the shared narrative, even 

though not in an absolute way, but rather to selected aspects. The experiences were physical, 

embodied with the other beings, nonbeings, and elements in (de)composition, but still 

mediated by the practices of care and hope I could engage with. Mediated by this body-mind 

and her socioenvironmental context, her upbringing, and the weather conditions, among 

many. For the third time in this thesis, I emphasise the limits and possibilities of this self in 

co-emergence with the fieldwork site as the specific filters applied to this textual outcome. 

Recollecting the fieldwork site into this writing offers one version of a situated reality, not a 

total and/or universal reality.  

I expressed the partiality and fragmentation that characterises this research (and any for that 

matter) for two main reasons: to eschew any attempt to universalise the permacultural site 

of Thar dö Ling; and to employ this thesis to practice the environmental humanist, 

posthuman theories and methodologies that shaped the research project. Through a collage 

methodology, I could combine fragments of knowledges and practices, as well as pieces of 

spatial and temporal dimensions, in order to comprehensively express the multiple more-

than-human narrative agencies and design abilities within the thesis and the site. Collaging 

(as much as this academic textual structure allowed) as a compositional method was 

employed to acknowledge the complications and opportunities of deanthropocentrising the 

composition of both a place in writing, and a site through systemic design. Collaging as 

philosophical “fragmentation” (Zylinska 2014) was the manner I could imagine and conceive 

the thesis and this permacultural site – both during and after fieldwork – as collectives. That 

is to say, seemingly individual and intentional acts of world-making are always coemerging 

with the specific context within which they are enacted. In drawing attention to the narrative 

agencies and design abilities of other beings, nonbeings and elements (de)composing Thar 

dö Ling and the thesis, this research elaborated the shared narrative of regeneration. Moving, 
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writing within the site, from multiple points of views and temporalities, this text invited 

readers to imagine possibilities for living differently, and more responsibly, with and within 

more-than-human worlds.  

Chapter 1, “Introduction”, situated this research both within intimate and broader contexts. 

Grounding this thesis in various places and thoughts encountered over the past decade, I 

expressed the indebtedness to the familial land and the one hosting me. Following, Chapter 

2, “Knowledge (De)composing”, explored the foundations for crafting a collage 

methodology, elaborating the theoretical approaches to the research and the methods 

employed during fieldwork. The site’s reading and writing happened across four 

autoethnographic chapters, guided by the topic-places of water, plants, food, and waste, as 

materialities emerging within the landscape of Serra Canneto. Writing with a systemic 

approach that could embody and trace the permacultural system, the chapters connected 

together, and cumulatively developed parts of the topic-places through the recurring themes 

of time, energy, care, and attentiveness. To convey the reciprocal interconnectedness within 

Thar dö Ling, each chapter encountered parts of the preceding or following chapter.  

In Chapter 3, “Waste as Meaningful Relations”, I introduced permaculture’s threefold ethics 

of care to explore how Thar dö Ling’s design challenges the culture of disposability that 

characterises the Anthropocene toxic narratives. Encountering the home building’s 

refurbishment, together with the compost toilet, among the different zones within the site, 

the landscape offered possibilities towards futures made in common with waste. Moving on, 

the Chapter 4, “Food. Who Eats What Eats Whom”, picks up on the revalued conception 

of waste, elaborating an imagination of food in relation to soil. This happens from the point 

of view of those beings, like the bokashi compost pile and the donkeys Dondolo and 

Giorgiana, whose organic waste contributes to the land’s necessary fertility to sustain 

nourishment. Chapter 5, “Plants Gatherings”, encounters different plants in various parts of 

the site, suggesting that, through exposure, vegetal beings are the refuges needed for life to 

continuously regenerate. Meeting with those vegetal beings that are also eaten by the beings 

introduced in the previous chapter, the reading and writing presents how Thar dö Ling’s 

permaculture design is woven within mutual relationships between organic matter (needed 

to sustain nourishment) and water. Arriving at Chapter 6, “Water Colours”, watery 

interactions, through the honeybees and the phytodepuration system, illuminate once again 

permaculture design’s alternative valuing practices (Centemeri 2018), as well as the 

inseparability, and overlapping, of the system’s multiple more-than-human components.  
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In recollecting the fieldwork site, guidance was sought to imagine and understand the place 

through overarching themes. The four topic-places were needed to help mapping the 

fieldwork site through material-semiotic connections, and to orientate a systemic writing in 

this thesis. Not only are water, plants, food, and waste common topics within ecocriticism at 

large, they are, as I wrote in the Chapter 1, (without universalisation) what supports any 

human life. Becoming with the materialities inherent in these topic-places in the 

permacultural site of Thar dö Ling invited the reader to imagine more-than-human acts of 

communication holding the shared narrative of regeneration that reframed how humans are 

positioned with respect to a permaculture design.  

~ 

I smell the Mediterranean in the breeze, and I am home in sedimented memories of 

tranquillity. Sage, lavenders, rosemary, olive and lemon trees. Heated lichens on sunny rocks 

scattered along the paths where I move. There are wild orchids on the way to the big 

energetic rock close to the roadside and the apiary. At the same time the ears are immersed 

in the distressed barking of some chained dogs whose sounds travel across the Sagana Valley 

whenever a vehicle passes in front of their owners’ property up the road. Also home. I am 

reminded of Tara and her elemental and multispecies languages.  

This doctoral research has explored many routes since its beginnings. What remained 

present, and also quite stable, throughout the four years, was the underlying resolution and 

original motivator of the research: “to narrate back against the imaginative recalcitrance that 

stops us from seeing that things can be very different from the way they are now” (Lepori 

2019, as written in the 1styear ‘confirmation’ essay). I wrote this sentence and pronounced it 

many times, in various contexts, so much so that reading it with a closer look, and a deeper 

awareness, I can almost feel the turbulence of the waves of thinking that this project 

underwent. I shall then unpack it, with hindsight, as a way of concluding this four-year 

reasoning-knowing-doing.  

In the context of this thesis situated among environmental humanities scholarship, and 

informed by material ecocriticism, the segment ‘to narrate back’ presupposed a 

contraposition of one narration with something else. A counter narration. This, within the 

specificity of permaculture philosophy and practice, could have conventionally led to two 

main investigative approaches: narrating back, as in using this thesis, to challenge dominant 

discourses (racist, gendered, colonial, capitalist, among others), or narrating back to challenge 
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minoritarian discourses (all-as-one, save the planet, ecological, back-to-nature, among 

others). There would have been ample space for both paths, but to choose one over the 

other, or to infer that one is a positive solution over a negative one, would have contradicted 

the theoretical and methodological concepts outlined in the first two chapters: the 

“affirmative ethics” (Braidotti 2018a), the “diffractive reading” (Barad 2007), the ethical 

stances of “connectivity” and “reciprocity” (Rose 2011, Wall Kimmerer 2003). In other 

words, it would have detracted from exploring the opportunities emerging from within the 

encounter of differences. Even if ‘the double’ is a powerful cognitive organisational tool, I 

stand aware that “terms like active and reactive, negative and positive, are not to be 

understood as dialectical opposites, but rather as negotiable and reversible points of 

encounter with others” (Braidotti 2018b, 221).  

In fact, the unexpected connections of caring for and relating with a permacultural site, on 

the verge of the Covid-19 pandemic and during incrementally worrying climate disasters, 

materialised as the realisation that the sustainable living I had advocated since the 

engagement with Tara the land cannot exist in opposition to capitalist relationality. As 

permaculture design coemerges together with capitalist world-ecologies (Moore 2016), rather 

than countering, as already defined, permacultural narratives are better framed in 

combination with it (see Section 1.1). That is why I opted for a collage methodology, in order 

to express the multiple material-semiotic points of view that have shaped this research. 

Fragmentation was one way to address questions of composition at two different levels. 

Composing the reading and writing of the permacultural site of Thar dö Ling, as well as its 

design. Both compositions are (de)compositions in that they are regenerated with more-than-

human others that live and die to live again. To narrate back against the imaginative 

recalcitrance that stops us from seeing that things can be very different from the way they 

are now.  

‘Against the imaginative recalcitrance’ was meant to express the unwillingness of a generic 

‘us’ to spend time and energies in imaginative endeavours that challenged the status quo. As 

Plumwood wrote, “(i)f our species does not survive the ecological crisis, it will probably be 

due to our failure to imagine and work out new ways to live with the earth… We will go 

onwards in a different mode of humanity, or not at all” (2007, 1). Like her, many writers, 

artists and scholars have pointed out that, with the Anthropocene, humanity is experiencing 

an imaginative and cultural crisis (Ghosh 2016, Haiven 2014, Meschiari 2019). The core of 

concerns involves finding ways to exercise imagination to consider as many ‘what ifs’ 
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regarding life on Earth as possible: to train the capacity to imagine, therefore enact, 

difference. As explored in this project, the different living mode associated to the reparative 

imagination within permaculture design offers (partial, compromised, non-innocent) 

possibilities to attempt living well in more-than-human worlds (van Dooren, Kirksey, and 

Münster 2016). Its shared narrative was indeed recollected to inspire similar forms of 

imagination and experiences. However, in order to step out of generalisations and attend to 

place-based details, the imaginative endeavours gathered in this thesis are grounded in a site-

specific experience.  

Much like in Plumwood’s phrase, ‘that stops us from seeing’ presupposed a ‘we’ that is not 

only ill-suited to speak for a universalised humanity, but also linguistically limited in its 

attempts to include the multispecies and elemental interweaving that make us human. At a 

human level, it is important to be aware of the partiality of knowledge and practices in order 

to address the socioenvironmental injustices that characterise this epoch’s inequalities 

(Yusoff 2018). However, within the training of different imaginations, it is also necessary to 

recognise that anthropocentric biases, which are the entry points of human knowing and 

doing, are not circumscribed to a so-called human realm. Through the collage methodology, 

this thesis avoided generalisations and idealisations, emphasising that the fieldwork site is not 

exempt from the capitalist relationality from which it emerged. At the same time, this work 

explicitly did not foreground the human to practice a decentring of human subjectivity, 

intentionality, and agency, situating humans within elemental and multispecies communities. 

As expressed throughout the thesis, such communities can live and die and live again within 

mutual and reciprocal collaboration. As the spaces and times for reciprocity are shrinking, it 

is necessary to imagine possibilities to extend them, to “multiply” them (Meschiari 2019). As 

I explained in the first two chapters, this thesis is both a work of gathering, a recollection, 

and an extension, through writing, of the permacultural site of Thar dö Ling. This thesis is a 

regeneration, among many possible ones, of a specific place through a deanthropocentric 

way of reading and writing. It is imagination within imagination. Caring for words, how they 

are employed and the meanings they evoke through their placing, like caring for the 

permaculture system, imagining its existing and potential relationships.  

‘That things can be very different from the way they are now,’ presupposed that they could 

be better or worse, both, and much else. This is not a suggestion for surrendering to a blurred 

unknown. In fact, there is sufficient knowledge anticipating, and warning about, some of the 

scenarios that await, at different stages, to come alive within Earth (Mercalli 2020). Thus, 
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reinterpreting the above line prompts me to observe that, on the basis of such knowledges, 

humans are being signalled, in multiple ways, to reimagine the coordinates of human world-

making patterns of movements.  

Ultimately, “to narrate back against the imaginative recalcitrance that stops us from seeing 

that things can be very different from the way they are now” was and remains a call for hope, 

to cultivate different meanings and practices. Caring and hoping that there will be futures 

and presents not only of ecological destruction (knowing that there is no escape from it). 

Future presents where there will be space and time for some forms of regeneration.  

What kind of attentiveness do I need to pay attention to the ants’ nests now that they are 

cleaning them? If I step on them, or water over them, they would be quickly destroyed. What 

if I did not know that these are ants’ homes? So long as I can imagine the interconnected 

reciprocal relationships needed to support life regeneration, I could endeavour to notice their 

presence in the landscape, the one we shape together as it shapes us.  
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