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‘I can hear the wind and feel it touch me on the nose’: The search for
agency of the environment in the dialogue between human and nature.
The case of Austin, TX

Jacek KOTUS!

Abstract

This study explores specific relationships between humans and nature and seeks an extended ‘social construc-
tion of nature” in the direction of place agency. The research assumes that place can be in agented action and
a reciprocal relationship with human and non-human beings. The study’s main aim is to identify whether,
from the perspective of contemporary city users, a partnership with the biotic and geographical environment
is possible both within and outside the city. From this aim arises a research question: Does an inhabitant of
a large city realize the possibility of a dialogue involving an ‘exchange of meanings’ between two entities of
interaction that are often highly different (human and non-human beings)? The research uses a questionnaire
survey (to recognize general quantitative opinion) and in-depth interviews with selected respondents (to look
for deeper explanations). Results show that some urban respondents can see some environmental elements
(in and out of the city) as agents and can describe the relationship human-environment in case of a reciprocal

action called dialogue.
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Introduction

In the 2021 Oscar-winning documentary ‘My
Octopus Teacher’, Craig Foster says: “You are
in touch with this wild place, and it’s speak-
ing to you. Its language is visible”. With these
words, Foster points out that not only more
than human beings, but also the environment
is trying to conduct a kind of dialogue with
us. Of course, one may say that these words
are a metaphor spoken by a documentary
filmmaker and a naturalist. Nevertheless, not
only film producers or artists notice that the
human-oriented narrative of the world is no
longer sufficient to explain the complexity of
the relationship between human beings and
the biotic and geographic environment (Hart,
M. 2011; Castreg, N. 2014; Peir, T. 2014; Esco-
BAR, A. 2019; Apawms, P.C. and Kotus, J. 2022).

Nowadays, the social construction of nature
(EpER, K. 1996; DEMERITT, D. 2022) goes be-
yond human-centred visions (Stepman, R.C.
2003; Keskiraro, E.C.H. 2023), while recog-
nizing the agency of the biotic and geographi-
cal environment is an important part of build-
ing interspecies interactions on our planet.
As a result of these scientific considerations,
in recent decades an approach has been es-
tablished in social geography in which we
are all “living in more-than-human world”
(WnaTM™MORE, S. 2002, 159; Keskiraro, E.C.H.
2023) and ‘more-than-human cities” (LuTHER,
E. 2020; PerrorT1, D. 2020). Especially cities
and their inhabitants seem to be a very inter-
esting area of research in this area (Acosta,
R. et al. 2023).

Adapting BEATLEY's term (BeaTLEy, T.
2016), EscoBar posits that “Earth has been
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banished from the city” (EscoBar, A. 2019,
132), and consequently draws attention to the
essence of the debate about the ‘re-earthing
of our cities’. Urban biotic and geographic
environment “afford individuals relaxation,
nature enjoyment and an escape from city
life. Perhaps the most significant contribu-
tion is to the mental well-being of urban
residents” (Bubruk, M. et al. 2009, 825). It is
true, nevertheless, above all the biotic and ge-
ographic environment of urban settlements is
an assemblage of more-than-human beings.
A narrative about the biotic and geographi-
cal environment as ‘a significant other” and
‘agent’ in relations with humans may be
noticed by poets or writers (Tnoreau, H.D.
2017; CavenbisH, M. 2019), and should be no-
ticed by scholars (LarsEN, S.C. and Jonnson,
J.T. 2013; WriGHT, S. et al. 2016; EScOBAR, A.
2019), but can it also be noticed by ordinary
inhabitants in everyday urban life (PINCETL,
S. and GeariN, E. 2005) where human-made
structures are dominant and human-oriented
thinking is permanent? What arguments are
used by proponents and opponents of the
thesis of dialogue with the biotic and geo-
graphical environment? These questions out-
line the field of discussion in this article.
The specific aim of the research is to iden-
tify whether, from the perspective of the
contemporary ‘homo urbanus’ (Criss, J. and
Criss, J. 2017; Carta, M. 2022), a partnership
with the biotic and geographical environ-
ment is possible both within and outside the
city. Does an inhabitant of a large city real-
ize the possibility of a dialogue involving an
‘exchange of meanings’ between two, often
extremely different (human and non-human
beings), entities of interaction (DeLEuzE, G.
and GuatTari, F. 1994; LATOUR, B. 2014)?
To clarify the issues discussed from the
perspective of ‘place agency’, I present syn-
thetic definitions of basic terms used in the
study: place, agency of a place, dialogue with
place, and homo urbanus. I understand “a place’
as a real entity consisting of an assemblage
of geo-environmental components (parts of
rivers, lakes, mountains, forests, or swamps)
interacting with non-human beings, humans,

and material elements. The place can act on
its rights in the context of an extended un-
derstanding of agency. ‘The agency of a place’
is an attribute of a place as a non-human be-
ing. Agency understood in this way is the
ability of a place as a geo-environmental en-
tity to make changes and influence human
and non-human beings. The place can be
in continually agented action called "A dia-
logue with place.” Such a dialog is a recipro-
cal conversation between humans (or non-
humans) and place. The concept of dialogue
is a metaphorical description of the mutual
interactions of two self-determining, agented
partners (Bouwm, D. 1996). In this understand-
ing, dialogue is not an actual conversation
but an exchange of meanings between two
partners and their transformations under the
influence of causative actions. I understand
the acceptance of place’s agency as the per-
ception of place in dialogue.

A dialogue perceived in this way can be
dynamic and short-lived, take place over an
extended period, or be a form of bilateral re-
lationship occurring continuously. In such
a dialogue, human entities exercise their
agency to change the environment, but envi-
ronmental entities also change us and oppose
humans, to some extent teaching us and shap-
ing our attitudes (LarseN, S.C. and JounsoN,
J.T. 2016). Finally, ‘homo urbanus’ is a person
permanently connected with the city: living
in it (in my research) or visiting it for rest and
leisure.

Theoretical background

With the drastically deteriorating state of
our planet’s biotic and geographical environ-
ment, the question of human-nature relation-
ships is being asked by a growing number of
scholars. It is one of the core issues of debate
in many scientific disciplines (LORIMER, ]. and
Driessen, C. 2014; ScuLort™MANN, CH. et al.
2017). In the current of geographical debates
on nature-human relations, especially in
the area of human geography, one can find
very different, often extreme, views. This
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involves different social perspectives on ap-
proaches to nature and the role of humans
on earth (Carvricorr, J.B. 1982; SmitH, M.].
2005; SeLiN, H. 2013; Basak, S.M. et. al. 2022),
and the views and profiles of different social
entities (Frost, W. 2002; Dono, ]J. et. al. 2010;
Gr1rroRrD, R. and Sussman, R. 2012; SeriN, H.
2013; MAJUMDER, R. ef al. 2023). On the one
hand, the continuum of discussion is closed
by the widely criticized for decades (Cor-
REIA, D. 2013), very radical and often socially
harmful theses referring to the geographi-
cal determinism of the 1920s (HunTINGTON,
E. 1924; DiamonD, J.M. 1999, 2002). On the
other hand, there are views that are explicitly
human-centred and treat nature functionally
and materially (Norcaarp, R.B. 2010; Da1-
Ly, G.C. 2013). In the bracket of these two
extreme narratives, we can increasingly find
approaches towards human-nature relations
that note the symmetrical positions of human
and environmental partners, or even environ-
mental agency (MirLs, W.J. 1982; HiTcHINGS,
R. 2003; CaARrTER, B. and Cuarres, N. 2013,
2018; LarsenN, S.C. and Jounson, J.T. 2013,
2016; Hovorka, A.J. 2018). So far, the most
attention has been paid to human-animal re-
lations. Researchers take up various aspects
of the issue, from the historical approach
(LoRrIMER, J. and WHATMORE, S. 2009) through
the relational approach (LoRrIMER, ]. 2010) to
the activist approach (Creran, R. 2015).

In recent decades, the geographical dis-
cussion has evolved towards the reciprocal
coexistence of humans and various animal
species. This results in a redefinition of the
geography of animals in favour of the more-
than-human beings approach (Hovorka, A J.
2018). The causative approach to the more-
than-human world becomes so cognitively
crucial that the environmental debate in this
context expands to include subjective inter-
pretations of other bio and geo-environmen-
tal partners (GREeNHOUGH, B. 2014). Referring
to the tradition of indigenous group research,
researchers increasingly pay attention to the
agented view of, e.g., places (BoLpoNova, L.
2016; LarseN, S.C. and Jounson, J.T. 2016;
WRrigGHT, S. et al. 2016).

In the context of the dramatic state of our
planet, there is no doubt that understand-
ing the depth of the human-nature relation-
ship becomes a very important activity.
Researchers working on this issue write that
knowledge: ‘how people think, talk and write
about nature is crucial for understanding the
diversity of public perceptions of environ-
mental issues’ (ANDERSEN, G. et al. 2022).

Social researchers use different approaches
and methods to study human-nature con-
tacts. However, irrespective of the adopted
concepts or methods, the upper end of the
scale of social attitudes is increasingly being
extended, moving towards reciprocal and
agency-based human-nature relationships.
Buys, A.E. (2009) looks for three components
in his interviews with his subjects: values, be-
liefs, and value orientations, which allow him
to construct ‘images of nature’. As a result of
his research, he formulates five ideal types
of images: wilderness image, autonomy im-
age, inclusive image, aesthetic image and
functional image. The first two types refer
to ‘hands-off’ attitudes, the last two are an-
thropocentric attitudes. From the perspective
of the topic addressed in this paper, the type
separating the four categories mentioned
above seems most interesting. ‘The inclusive
image’ is “firmly based in inclusive notions
of nature and culture. Nature and culture are
interrelated and mutually dependent and all
living beings, including humans, are defined
as nature” (Buyys, A.E. 2009, 427).

In another study, an international group
of researchers (Brarro, M.T. et al. 2017) for-
mulates three dimensions of human-nature
relations and a set of seven social attitude
types: master, steward, partner, participant,
user, apathy and nature distant guardian.
Among the identified social attitudes, we
also find distinctly human-oriented types,
as well as types that describe a more sym-
metrical relationship with nature. Speaking
in a slightly different vein, the already cited
ANDERsON, G.K. and colleagues (2022) note
that the study of the relationship between
human and nature provokes the sketching
of a vision of the latter as: ‘fragile patient’ or
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‘reactive’, ‘autonomous agent’. In particular,
the last two terms draw attention to a situ-
ation in which the biotic and geographical
environment of our planet and human live
in one more-than-human world. This line of
debate is directly inspired by the research of
LarseN, S.C. and Jonnson, J.T. (2016, 1), who
claim that “place and self are co-constituted”
and that “place speaks, creates and teaches”
us as humans.

It is this way of narrating the biotic and
geographical environment that became the
starting point of the research, the results of
which I present in this paper. If we assume
that the scale of social attitudes towards na-
ture extends between “user” and “partner’,
the presented results of quantitative and
qualitative research attempt to explore and
concretize the essence of the human-nature
partnership reduced to a mutual exchange of
meanings. An exchange that takes the form
of a dialogue or conversation.

Methodology

The research consisted of two phases, both
realized in Austin, TX. In the first research
activity I conducted a survey in which I
asked people living in Austin the question “Is
dialogue with non-human beings or objects
possible? In this case, dialogue is understood
as a kind of exchange of meanings between
symmetrically understood partners?” This
was a closed question in which respondents
were asked to refer to 10 possible dialogue
entities. Each time they answered yes or no
to the question. A survey questionnaire was
completed by 302 adults?.

2 Structure of research group N =302. By gender: fermale
54.21%, male 45.79%, transgender 0.66%, non-binary/
non-conforming 0,99%, prefer not to respond 2.98%.
By age: 18-24 15.23%, 24-34 22.85%, 3545 25.83%,
46-55 18.21%, 56-65 9.60%, 6675 4.30%, over 75
0.99%, prefer not to respond 2.98%. By education: nurs-
ery school to 8th grade 0.33%, some high school 8.61%,
bachelor’s degree 44.04%, master’s degree 29.14%,
doctorate degree 10.93% prefer not to respond 6.95%.

Each time, I personally interacted with the
respondent and provided them with a QR code
that redirected them to the SurveyMonkey
website. On this portal, respondents filled in
the survey questionnaire digitally, virtually
100 per cent using their smartphone. Out of
nearly a thousand QR codes distributed us-
ing this method redirecting to the survey at
SurveyMonkey, I received 302 returns.

In the second phase, I selected 20 citizens
of Austin, TX (Table 1) for in-depth interviews
from among those who participated in the
first phase and agreed to take part in a fur-
ther study?.

The scenario for in-depth interviews involved
asking one initial question around which the
subsequent conversation developed. The ques-
tion was ‘for what reasons do you imagine that
a symmetrical exchange of meaning between
you, as a human, and nature is possible or are
you convinced that such a dialogue is impos-
sible?”. Respondents could choose to meet face
to face or via Zoom communications platform.
In the text of the article, selected anonymized
excerpts from the statements of coded respon-
dents are presented. In one case, a third person
participated in the interview, in addition to the
respondent. This was the respondent’s part-
ner, who also spoke from time to time during
the interview. Her contribution was used in
the analysis and presentation of the citations.
Naturally, with the consent of the concerned
parties. After conducting 20 interviews, I con-
cluded that the interviews had exhausted the
question and, in accordance with the principles
of qualitative research methodology, I did not
select any more respondents (LINcOLN, Y.S.
and Gusa, E.G. 1985; SaANDELOWSKI, M. 1995;
Creswerr, J.W. and Pots, C.N. 2019).

3 All participants of the study are protected by the code
of ethics of scientific research due to rules of project
UMO-2018/31/B/HS4/00059. Each participant could
withdraw from the study at any stage. The partic-
ipants are anonymous; after the recording of the
conversation, an anonymous transcription was made,
and the recordings were permanently destroyed.
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Table 1. Encoded profiles of study participants

Code/ A Self-declaration of mindset/ Short answers to the question about
Person 8¢ Gender thinkin human - environment dialogue
& gu
P1 47 | Female artistic/humanistic mindset yes
P2 53 Female artistic/humanistic mindset yes
P3 35 Female scientific mindset yes
P4 63 Female artistic/humanistic mindset yes
P5 32 Female - yes
P6 34 Male scientific mindset no
pP7 35 Female artistic/humanistic mindset yes
P8 42 Female - yes
P9 52 Female artistic/humanistic mindset yes
P10 28 Female scientific mindset no
P11 17 Male scientific mindset no
P12 29 Female scientific mindset no
P13 40 Female scientific mindset no
P14 32 Female artistic/humanistic mindset yes
P15 34 Female artistic/humanistic mindset yes
P16* 58 Male scientific mindset Detailed answer**
P17 35 Male scientific mindset Detailed answer**
P18 52 Female scientific mindset no
P19 35 Male scientific mindset yes
P20 40 Male scientific mindset no

*Partnership, the partner actively participated in the conversation. **I start to think about dialogue at the

end of that interview. Source: Author’s own research.

The role of nature in the city (not only):
Is dialogue with non-human beings
possible and how it might proceed?

With whom human can have a dialogue?

Looking at the answers given by the re-
spondents of the quantity survey (Figure 1)
it can be seen that:

— among the surveyed Austin residents, there
is a great deal of empathy and understand-
ing for animals as entities that can dialogue
with humans in a partnership exchange of
meaning;

- among the surveyed Austin residents, there
is a sizeable — close to 50 percent — realiza-
tion that environmental entities such as riv-
ers, forces of nature, sand dunes and plants
can be partners in dialogue with human;

— according to the respondents, among the
material entities of dialogue, only Al is a
comparably important dialogue partner
similar to environmental entities;

— the rating of the individual environmental
partners that make up the bio-environment
and the geo-environment are correlated
(Table 2), as are the ratings of the material
entities that make up the world of matter
(including the digital world). In contrast,
there is no clearly significant correlation
between the two sets.

It can be argued that the social construc-
tion of nature from the perspective of the
surveyed residents of the Texas capital takes
into account attitudes of dialogue (under-
stood as an exchange of meanings) between
bio-environmental and geo-environmental
partners. With only the position of animals
in the social assessment of the possibilities
for mutual dialogue being very pronounced
and differing in the ratings from the other
assessed partners.

I decided to seek the answer to this ques-
tion about the social arguments ‘for” or
‘against’ through in-depth interviews with
selected respondents.
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with material objects

with digital code

with machines

with Al

with sand dunes

with river

with forces of nature as wind or rain
with place

with plants
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[ Yes

Fig. 1. Dialogue as a kind of exchange of meanings between symmetrically understood partners, in percent
(N =308). Source: Author’s own elaboration.

Views of surveyed city dwellers on the
possibility of dialogue with the biotic and
geographical environment: an in-depth
look at the nature of the relationship

At the outset, it should be noted that for all my
interviewees, the environment, both inside
and outside the city, is important. Each inter-
viewee considered the biotic and geographical
environment to be a necessary world for life
and spoke with concern about its state. Many
expressed their fascination with what nature
in and out of the city can offer human during
their encounters. Many of my respondents,
even those very sceptical about dialogue with
environmental partners, owned a dog or cat.

During each conversation, the question
was asked about my interviewees” favourite
places in Austin. In most cases, respondents
indicated natural areas, describing their posi-
tive experiences in Buttercup Creek Forest,
Batron Creek or more centrally-located parks
such as Zilker or Mayfield Park and Natural
Reserve. My interviewees were particularly
impressed by the animals they encountered
in these places. One interlocutor said:

‘Once we were walking with my entire family when
we heard a sound of cracking sticks and we froze in
place to start to listen where that sound was coming
from and we found a fox, a mama fox that was build-
ing some sort of little hatch. We were not sure why it
was doing it, until we realized it had two little baby
foxes. So, it was building some sort of little hatch for
their family. It was amazing.” (P_20_40_M)

During the in-depth interviews, I did not
doubt for a moment that the respondents had
positive references to nature. And yet, the
question about the possibility of dialogue with
environmental entities aroused a lot of emotion
and provoked different thoughts and answers.

Skeptical views: The biotic and geographical
environment cannot be the entity of dialogue

Nearly half of the 20 interviewees said that
nature above all was relaxation and they
found it difficult to imagine having any dia-
logue with it, apart from the relationship
with animals. One interviewee noted:

‘I don’t expect inspiration from an urban natural
place. Such places are for me to forget, to calm down,
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Table 2. Cross-correlation of correlation of the evaluations of the different types of dialogue*
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not to talk. Places are passive and this works the other
way around [from place dialogue] in my opinion.
In a place such as a park, I don’t need to have any
conversation, dialogue. I don’t think about being part
of nature, about being in some kind of symbiosis. I
rather use nature to relax, to calm down. I can’t im-
agine talking with a place, plants or river. The only
exception here are animals like dogs or cats. Place is
constant, unchanging and that gives me security. But
whether it's dialogue and the place says something,
I'don’t know. This is just my perception of it. A very
subjective situation.” (P13_41_F)

Another respondent spoke in a similar vein:

‘I go there (to the park) just to relax, most of the time
I go there in the mornings, before I start my day, so
it’s a good way to kind of put me in a good mood to
start the day. I just go with an open mind, to see what
I find, I'm not looking for anything particular and
those are the best ones. Because then the unexpected
happens.” (P_20_40_M)

In both of the interviews referenced, re-
spondents emphasized that they viewed urban
natural areas in Austin as places with a specific
function. For them, nature is an important com-
ponent of the city space, but it has its utilitarian
function of recreation, rest and relaxation.

Another interviewee speaks even more un-
favourably about the dialogue with nature
and its constituent entities:

‘Place or other living organisms can distract me. So
maybe they can also talk. But I rather doubt that this
is a dialogue. The bustling places, e.g., the 6 Street in
Austin, are loud, bustling, lots of people, ads, smells
and sounds. I can’t focus my thoughts there and I
can’t see the dialogue with myself or the place at all
over there. My mind is busy with other stimuli and
recognizing them, defining them. Though maybe it is
on the 6™ Street that the place talks to me — it sends
me many signals and I compare them, respond with
behaviour, choices, and look for confirmation of those
choices in other information from the place. For me
in nature there is no clarity of message to which I
can respond and interact.” (P6_34_M)

The man allows for the possibility of an
interactional relationship with the built en-
vironment. According to him, these types of
places are overflowing with messages and
even provoke an interactional relationship.
He himself says he likes to listen to birds
singing or the sound of trees or a flowing
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stream, but for him it is a kind of intoxicat-
ing sound through which he can immerse
himself in his thoughts:

‘Maybe because I'm a stricter and analytical person,
I don’t see it on the basis that a place is talking to
me. It seems to me more that in such quiet places,
with nature, with environment, I am able more to
have some kind of dialogue with myself. An internal
one.” (P6_34_M)

For him, dialogue with place is the ‘poetic
naming’ of a functional relationship with
nature in the space of the city, in which, as
he says:

‘I can sit back, relax and I can have some thoughts.’
(P6_34_M)

A young high school interviewee also
responds negatively to the question about
opportunities for dialogue with bio-envi-
ronmental and geo-environmental partners.
Interestingly, this respondent recalls his
childhood experience saying:

‘When I was a little kid, I imagined the place was
alive. I explored every place in my neighbourhood
at that time. It was something unknown and I was
kind of opening another door and getting to know
this place. This could be such a dialogue. When I
was little, I always wanted to climb every hill and
see what there was. But can you actually talk to the
place or more, to the environment? I don’t think so.
I can imagine that kind relations to animals but not
for other elements.” (P11_17_M)

In the autobiographical view, the respond-
ent points out that he remembers this type of
environmental relationship from his child-
hood. By getting to know his neighbourhood
and areas further away, he was able to feel
an interactional relationship. However, he
believes this was the result of a childhood
imagination that he lost as he grew older.

Evolving views: it is rather difficult to imagine
a dialogue between environment and human,
although...

During my interviews, many of those inter-
viewed stressed that the topic of dialogue

with nature, understood as many different
entities, from animals and plants to places
and the geographical environment: dunes,
rivers or forces of nature, compelled deeper
reflection. In two cases, respondents them-
selves began to change their minds about
dialogue with biotic and geographical en-
vironmental entities during the interviews.
There was an interesting conversation with
a former marine and keen hunter. This was
the only interview involving a third party
— the respondent’s partner. This person de-
clared himself from the beginning to be a
sceptic for some kind of in-depth, reciprocal
relationship between the entities of nature
and himself. The respondent expressed his
concern for the environment, but he said:

‘I'm probably not that deep. I'm more of a “black and
white” type of human. I look at the sky in my city and
think it will rain, there will be a storm, the weather
will change. I need to hide from the rain. When I'm
at the ocean and I see huge waves I think ‘this is not
a good time to swim’. I'm sure it’s no dialogue. It is
rather my knowledge. When hunting, I have to watch
nature. I have to listen to the silence, pay attention
to the signals. To react to what I notice. I don’t call
it a conversation or a dialogue. But yes, as I track
game, the place tells me a lot. But I wouldn’t call it
a dialogue. I recognize the signals. These are feelings
and knowledge rather than a conversation. It’s the
same in the city. I pay attention to certain signals and
draw conclusions.” (P16_58_M)

The sentences about the signals sent by
the environment and how to read them pro-
voked me to develop this thread. In his story,
the interviewee identifies a relationship be-
tween himself and the environment based on
mutual signals:

“Yes, more than anything you just listen to. I've been
in deer stands and you stood there, it's very quiet
and you are waiting for something to change and I
don’t call it a dialogue, maybe it’s the same thing, I
just call it; you're just listening with all your senses,
more with ears than anything.’

Although he is not sure whether this type of
relationship can be called a dialogue. It is, ac-
cording to the respondent, the ability to recog-
nize certain signs in the environment. At this
point, my interviewee’s partner took the floor
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and tried to look at the story from the perspec-
tive of dialogue or conversation by saying:

‘It is dialogue, because you are waiting for some sig-
nal, something and then if you see or hear something,
then you change and respond to that. Unfortunately,
your final answer is hunting them.” (woman partic-
ipate in that IDI)

To which the respondent replied:

‘Sometimes no. Sometimes the animal was too close
or did something. I kicked him and I said, you win.
So, it was like you have an agreement with nature
maybe. It’s like okay, I get my shot and missed and
you're free, kind of like a dialogue with an animal
rather than with nature, or animal-nature. So maybe
you're right - this is an invisible conversation. I need
to think more about this.”

The second respondent who went through
an evolution of his views during the inter-
view also started with a declaration of nature
worship and no chance of any dialogue with
place, wind or river:

‘A very difficult question and one answer comes to
my mind - no. I find it hard to imagine how a place,
river or wind can have a dialogue with a person. I
love nature and have been involved with it since
childhood. I don’t like anything about the city. If I
have to say whether people and places can have a
dialogue in the city, then I strongly say no. In cities I
like parks, especially the wild ones. I'm happy when
I see a turtle, a heron. But is it actually dialogue with
place or another element of the natural world? It’s
hard for me to imagine. I need green places and I go
to the park to satisfy it. Nature makes an impression
on me.” (P17_35_M)

The same respondent also doubts a dia-
logue between human and nature and wild
environment, outside the city:

‘Every person perceives a place differently and it
is very subjective. If one place can say something
different to everyone, does that mean it speaks dif-
ferent dialogues, is in different dialogues? It's hard
for me to imagine.’

Although, when asked further about his
experience of diverse relationships with the
environment, he begins to cite examples that
are nowhere near as clear-cut as his skeptical
declarations:

‘Hm... once when I drove through the desert in
Arizona, I had an impression of the vastness of
space, the great impact of physical spatiality on my
mind. Huge reserves of empty space. I might even
call it a mystical experience. And there are a lot of
these grand-scale places here in the States that make
impressions on people. But is it a dialogue? Perhaps
it is indeed an encounter with nature - dialogue
with some natural forces or beings. I'm driving and
suddenly I have to react, think about something else.
Something tells me to react. It is an interesting and
amazing conclusion for me’.

Both respondents also declared themselves
to have scientific mindset. However, in the
course of the conversations they had with
themselves, they noticed that they were
becoming convinced of a different point of
view. Perhaps they did not even change their
minds about their relationship to the envi-
ronment or their perception of the environ-
ment as much as they began to look deeper,
differently at the environment itself. Above
all, on a diverse entity, made up of different
entities. Secondly, the entity self-determines
and compels them to respond as people.

Approval views: nature can be and is a biotic
and geographical dialogue partner

Slightly more than half of my interviewees
agreed from the outset that dialogue with na-
ture or its biological and geographical com-
ponents is not only possible, but takes place
continuously and independently of us hu-
mans. In their stories, they highlighted spe-
cific examples where they see such dialogue
and, somewhat contrary to my expectations,
these were not examples focusing on the rela-
tionship with animals. One respondent said:

‘When I am at the seaside I always have to go into
the water, even if only for a moment. When I leave,
I have to come to the seaside and say goodbye. If I
stand on wet sand, I can feel the waves hitting my
legs with varying degrees of intensity. I feel a living
planet. And in this place, there can actually be a
dialogue, and a materialized, concrete one at that.
Maybe it's because you feel the immediate reaction of
the water in this case, the water splashing, pushing.
In built places, in the city? I think it'’s more difficult
here.” (P8 42_F)
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The respondent actually chose a very dy-
namic example that vividly illustrates the
point of dialogue with the biotic and geo-
graphical environment. It is not about con-
versation or the communicative exchanges
of ideas we know from social interaction.
In the case of the respondent’s relationship,
the dialogue with the sea or with the place
takes place as an exchange of meanings and
agency between the two subjects of the re-
lationship.

Some respondents made the dialogue re-
lationship with environmental entities de-
pendent on the characteristics of the human
partner. The respondents pointed out that
the perception of dialogue depends on the
sensitivity, the perception of the world, the
personality of the person, but also on the
demographic or social profiles of the per-
son, e.g., where they live or grew up. One
respondent excerpted it this way:

‘It depends on the sensitivity of the person — to being
able to talk to a place. If you spend a lot of time in
nature you can read it and you penetrate those first
layers. And then I can imagine the dialogue. I see a
partner and I understand it. It's probably similar in
the city. I think that reminds me of how the level of
your relationship with nature has to do with how
much time you spend in it. And if you live in a city,
where you are not able to do that as much, then it’s
harder to develop that without ever experiencing
it. You have people that maybe grow up in a way
where they are really good at tracking and watching
signs in nature for what has happened, what animals
were just through here and they have a deeper sense
of communicating with nature and understanding
their surroundings. I guess that’s what it means to
me.” (15_34_F)

Naturally, the term “dialogue with nature’
is a certain semantic simplification. The es-
sence is the range of meaning behind the
phrase and the kind of partnership with the
environment and the recognition of its self-
determining qualities. One respondent did
not talk about dialogue but interaction:

‘I guess between me and environment is kind of
interaction. I feel welcomed and my interaction with
the area depending on which park or which section of
the park I am at, or who is with me, might determine
which area I am going to go and enjoy. If it’s raining

and I'm out there with the dogs, we tear a path up
because it’s just mud and we walk around, if there’s
animals out, you can interact with them, I don’t
know if that’s a dialogue with environment, place,
plants, but there’s deer and it can be dialogue with
this animal. So, dogs can chase the deer, go around
and stuff.” (P19_35_M)

The mechanism of the processes behind
these terms converge. It is a kind of agency-
based activity of the partner that forces a
reflection or even a conscious change in be-
haviour, views and attitudes. One respond-
ent explicitly calls this an “exchange of mean-
ings’:

‘Since we are talking about Barton Springs and just
having a day there when the weather is nice, every-
thing is going well, just being thankful or having a
sense of thanks towards the weather, experience, the
atmosphere, and surroundings. To me, that’s kind
of like having a conversation with the environment.
The appreciation of it, acknowledging it when you
are still within the experience, not later on. I can see
how, translation wise, it can be a little bit difficult.
Maybe the conversation is not the right words but
an exchange of meanings or being in touch with
nature.” (P18_52 _F)

One respondent recounts how her dia-
logue with the natural environment in the
city takes place:

‘In the city, the water talks to me, like another person.
Water makes different sounds, and they are a repre-
sentation of the state of the environment. (P7_35_F).

Conclusions

I wondered whether residents of a large city
are able to think of the biotic and geographi-
cal environment as active partners in dia-
logue. The completed survey revealed sur-
prisingly positive public attitudes towards
animals (Basak, S.M. et. al. 2022). I must
honestly admit that, knowing the reality of
what has been happening for decades, the
extermination of more animal species and
the destruction of the environment on our
planet, I feared that the opinions and views
of the respondents would not be so positive.
When evaluating the human-animal conver-
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sational relationship, respondents clearly de-
clare the possibility of dialogue understood
as a symmetrical exchange of meanings be-
tween different beings. The number of posi-
tive indications, accepting environmental
dialogue with partners other than animals,
is lower, but still surprisingly positive (AN-
DERSON, G.K. et al. 2022). In my opinion,
the respondents’ positive attitude towards
interpreting the relationship with environ-
mental entities such as animals, but also riv-
ers, plants, forces of nature or sand dunes
as a dialogue is a very important signal of a
change in human thinking about the envi-
ronment (Buiys, A.E. 2009; BeaTLEy, T. 2016;
Brarro, M.T. et al. 2017; EscoBagr, A. 2019).

Perhaps such positive opinions and atti-
tudes are related to the fact that the survey
was conducted among residents of Austin,
TX. The residents of Texas’ capital city are
regarded as a pro-environment community,
and they emphasized this very often in pri-
vate conversations with me during my re-
search stay. The city itself was ranked very
high, 10*" in 2020, in the ‘Most Dog-Friendly
Cities in America’. In this respect, the ‘city-
dweller-nature” environmental relations
study carried out in Austin can be linked to
the identification of pro-environmental at-
titudes among a very mature community.
Nevertheless, the answers to the posed ques-
tion can still be interpreted in the context of
the ability of contemporary ‘homo urbanus’
to build conversational relationships with
environmental entities.

The general questionnaire survey was
deepened in interviews. From the interviews,
it appears that a very important factor shap-
ing the views held by my interviewees to-
wards the human-nature relationship is a
certain subjective level of empathy towards
the environment. Supporters of the human-
nature dialogue thesis point out that they
have an artistic, humanistic and emotionally
sensitive personality. They are able to look
at the environment around them outside the

*https://smartasset.com/mortgage/most-dog-friendly-
cities-in-america-2020

usual patterns and express these emotions in
conversation. They have a kind of in-depth
reflection on the biotic and geographical en-
vironment. At the same time, they very ra-
tionally point to those situations or events
that can testify to the reality of human-nature
dialogue, e.g., contact with sea waves or ob-
servation of vegetation over time.

Very often, opponents of a peer and con-
versational view of the environment say that
park areas are areas of relaxation and rec-
reation for them. They do not look at urban
green spaces as an accumulation of living
biological organisms and subject to the pro-
cesses of natural forces, but as a functional
design created by human for human.

One of the younger interviewees indicat-
ed that as a child he was able to imagine a
dialogue with a place or environment. Now,
however, years later, he looks at it differ-
ently. This may suggest that in the process
of education and socialization, instead of
developing our competences of respecting
other entities that make up the more-than-
human world, we lose these skills and ac-
quire beliefs specific to the Western World.
We become human-oriented beings in the
social process and we have lost awareness
that we live among other living beings and
geo-environmental entities.

Summarizing the considerations and
findings in this paper, it can be concluded
that our planet — the Earth — is a living or-
ganism. It is not just a metaphor, but a fact
based on biological, geographical, chemical
and physical evidence. This living organism
co-creates a network of agency-centred links
between different biotic and geographical en-
tities. One of them is that the human species
is shaped and equipped in this way, not in
any other way. Recognizing that we are im-
mersed in nature and co-creating (or destroy-
ing) it. It's a matter of being socially open to
the environment and redefining its narrative
by ourselves. In my opinion, changing the
perception of non-human nature is the first
step to understanding that other bio and geo-
environmental entities can have their own
agency in action.


https://smartasset.com/mortgage/most-dog-friendly-cities-in-america-2020
https://smartasset.com/mortgage/most-dog-friendly-cities-in-america-2020
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Study limitations

In-depth interviews were intended to clarify
the opinions contained in the questionnaire
survey. Quality research on a larger scale
should consider differences in gender, age,
and education and be with representatives of
different geographical regions, cultures, and
ethnic origins. However, large-scale quali-
tative research is expensive and requires a
large team of researchers or a long-time
approach. My research includes residents of
the capitol of the Texas. They are instead a
voice in the discussion rather than evidence
confirming particular hypotheses.
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