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Aim of the Special Issue

Critical Forest Studies (CFS) is an emerging field of research dedicated to critical, creative, and
relationally embedded practices with forests. As the first Special Issue dedicated to CFS, we invite
contributions which gather the multiplicity of approaches emerging at the intersect of
environmental education, Indigenous and decolonial studies, ecological philosophy, critical plant and
animal studies, regenerative arts and design, more-than-human anthropologies and geographies, the
new life sciences, critical posthumanities, and more.

In gathering these emerging perspectives, the Special Issue aims for a wild proliferation of
“dispersals” (Lee, 2024) across different cultural, geographic, theoretical, and methodological
locations. The co-editors are members and conveners of the Critical Forest Studies Collaboratory, an
international collective dedicated to relational studies and custodianship of forests through the
exchange of diverse knowledges of praxis and place. Founded in 2024, the Collaboratory has hosted
a series of international ‘wild seeding’ events as well as an online ‘digital planting’ which gathers
relational practices with forests from many different parts of the world (www.criticalforestlab.com).

This call for papers grows from the work of the Collaboratory and extends its commitment to work
that engages with forests through interspecies practices of regeneration, reciprocity, and re-
imagining.

From Underground to Overstory

We see the emergence of CFS as an open platform for theoretical and methodological approaches
which take the elemental milieus of the forest as primordial gathering places for thought and
inquiry. From soil and sky, wet and dry, root and shoot, shadow and light, microbiota and mycelia:
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each of these distinct-yet-relational elements of the forest do not wait for humans to walk in and
start categorising them. The forest is already alive, thinking, inquiring, learning and communicating
in its own ways, on its own terms, in its own time. CFS starts here, by attending to cosmologies,
knowledges, and lifeways already in various stages of germination, cultivation, and flourishing across
different strata and milieus of the forest. From the subterranean depths of root and soil through to
the towering heights of canopy and sky, CFS begins in the midst of the vegetal, fungal, animal,
mineral, linguistic, historical, spiritual, and technical assemblages that populate these strata, in many
cases inhabiting entirely different ecologies even within the same forest. As a “world where many
worlds fit” (Blaser & de La Cadena, 2018; Escobar, 2018), the forest is always already a pluriverse
where heterogeneous and even incommensurable forms of life co-exist. While rhizosphere and
overstory cannot exist without each other, they nonetheless produce worlds which may be
unfamiliar, even alien to one another, in terms of their evolutionary processes, historical
inheritances, transmaterial compositions, and regenerative cycles of life and death. CFS aims to
investigate the twisting lines of connection and mutuality across these different modes of existence.

The recognition of forests as sentient, interspecies learning communities is a key entry point for this
work. Knowledge of the sentient dimensions of forests and how they co-compose with human
feeling and thought is shared and practiced intergenerationally by First Peoples on sovereign and
displaced homelands across the Earth (Harrison & McConchie, 2009; Kimmerer, 2013). These
knowledge practices have developed over millennia in direct and consequential relationship with the
places from which they emerge and with which they speak (Arnold et al, 2021). Indigenous
scholarship has been crucial to increasing public awareness and understanding of forest sentience
and relationality in recent years (Styres, 2018), as has the work of non-Indigenous scholars working
in close reciprocal relationship with First Nations elders and cultural custodians (Hill et al., 2023).

CFS recognises that the ongoing settler colonial project of clearing lands entails a “genocide of
relations” (Manning, 2023, p. 8). This genocide fractures and displaces regenerative understandings
of forest life cultivated and honed through knowledges which recognise forest communities as
sentient kin (Bawaka Country, 2023; Poelina et al., 2023; Saunders, 2021). Rousell and Tran (2024)
describe this as a collision between incommensurable cosmologies of forest life. While settler
cosmologies promote a separation of culture and ethics from land in a bid to legitimise a colonial
logic of possession (Morton-Robinson, 2015), Indigenous cosmologies hold forest cultures together
as a way of belonging to the land without need or desire to separate (Arnold et al, 2021).

The contested political ecology that emerges at the cultural interface of Indigenous, diasporic, and
settler cosmologies is central to CFS and its engagement with related areas of multispecies inquiry
(Nakata, 2007; Zanotti & Knowles, 2020). CFS builds on the flourishing of fields such as critical plant
studies and the plant humanities over the past decade, both of which have opened new possibilities
for critical, historical, artistic, performative, poetic, and philosophical modes of inquiry into human-
plant relations (Di Paola, 2024; Driver & Cornish, 2021; Ryan, 2023; Stark, 2015). Central concerns
animating critical plant studies include the ethical implications of agency, altruism, kinship, language,
narrativity, and sentience in the botanical world (Karpouzou & Zampaki, 2024; Lawrence, 2022). The
turn to plants aims to unsettle deep-seated biases towards vegetal beings as insentient, immobile,
and inconsequential non-animals (Myers, 2015). Plant humanities scholars critique dominant



cultural narratives of flora as passive, promote consciousness of botanical diversity, and innovate
methods of countering “plant disparity awareness” (Parsley et al., 2022).

More recently, interdisciplinary studies of mycelium have called for a fungal turn (Mackey & Sendur,
2024), noting tendencies to background the complex role of fungal and bacterial life while projecting
humanistic ideals of altruism and beneficence onto plants (Sheldrake, 2020; Tsing, 2015). This
corresponds with resounding calls within the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity for
funga to be formally recognised and protected alongside flora and fauna within global biodiversity
and conservation frameworks. Hydrofeminism (Neimanis 2017; Shefer, et al., 2024), alongside
broader movements associated with the ‘blue humanities’ (Alaimo, 2019; Mentz, 2023), has also
brought awareness to how water circulates through forests as planetary weathermakers and climate
stablisers. By refocusing attention on the transmaterial force and flow of water from underground to
overstory, and through bodies of all kinds, turns to the hydrological trouble categorical distinctions
between flora, fauna, and funga which have historically framed studies of forests in the sciences and
humanities alike.

The emergence of ‘smart forests’ adds further complexity to this mix through the introduction of
remote sensing technologies, automated decision-making, and robotics into sentient forest
ecologies (Gabrys, 2020). These developments radically increase the physical and conceptual contact
points between forests and emerging forms of digital sentience, interface design, and algorithmic
experience (Gabrys, 2022; Gray, 2020), raising critical questions about the future of forest
conservation and regeneration practices in an age of Al (Prebble et al., 2021). Indigenous scholarship
offers crucial guidance in navigating critical questions relating to the initiation of digital sentient
agents into more-than-human kinship circles associated with forest ecologies (Lewis et al., 2017).
CFS embraces perspectives which grapple with the ontological newness of digital sentience in
relation to far more ancient traditions of metaphysical kinship with forests, equally disrupting
technophobic and techno-solutionist takes on smart forest imaginaries.

Areas of Regenerative Growth, Complexity, and Problematisation

Through this special issue, we aim to identify areas of inquiry which put emerging theories and
practices of CFS into consequential relationship with environmental education. In beginning to tease
out particular focus areas, we have drawn from the Collaboratory’s ‘wild seeding’ events and Digital
Planting (www.criticalforestlab.com) as an initial mapping of CFS as an emerging field. These have

coalesced around Forest Sentience, Forest Imaginaries, Forest Regeneration, and Forest Pedagogies
as areas of growth, complexity, and problematisation which CFS aims to contribute to.

Forest Sentience

Questions of forest sentience have occupied significant public attention in recent years as the
phenomenon of the ‘wood wide web’ has inspired widespread engagement with forests and their
sentient interconnectivities (Beiler et al., 1997; Macfarlane, 2016; Powers, 2019; Simard, 2021; Wild
et al., 2020). Coined in 1997 by the editors of Nature to describe the research of forest ecologist
Suzanne W. Simard and colleagues, the term refers to the underground communication networks
mediated by mycorrhizae, symbiotic associations between plant roots and fungi. The root-soil
interface, or rhizosphere, is a dynamic site of information transmission between plants, animals,
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insects, fungi, humans, and other life forms. At the same time, symbiotic alliances with mycorrhizae
supply plants with the energy required to undertake learning, memory, and other processes
(Sheldrake, 2020).

Definitions of sentience vary across cosmologies, cultural histories, languages, and knowledge
systems. For biologist Anthony Trewavas and colleagues (2020), sentience denotes any organism’s
particular mode of ecological awareness and relationality and underscores the capacity to
experience, express, react, remember, and undertake intelligent behaviours. Myers (2015) cites
work in evolutionary biology that “identifies cells as forms of ‘selves’ with minimal forms of
‘sentience’” and proposes “any organism, single cell or otherwise, that can change itself in response
to its environment, could be considered sentient” (p. 47). She applies this to the study of signal
transduction in plants in an attempt to “open up a model of plant sentience that is grounded in the
very sensitivity of plant tissues” (p. 48), and which recognises that “vegetal sensoria ... have unique
sensibilities and transduce affects and sensations differently than animal or human bodies” (p. 49).
Animistic cosmologies and traditions around the world further insist that sentience also carries
theological, spiritual and metaphysical implications (cf Arnold et al., 2021; Bawaka Country, 2015;
2022), leading to complex questions about nonhuman personhood, ensoulment, poetic expression,
and semiotics (Kohn, 2013; Viveiros de Castro, 2005). This raises the need for a critical, synthetic
field like CFS to explore how diverse forms of sentience operate symphonically within forests as
ecological societies, alongside broader social and pedagogical implications of the forest sentience for
diverse publics. If critical plant studies has pursued a becoming-plant of the human, then perhaps
CFS pursues a becoming-forest of thought.

Forest Imaginaries

Creative artists, writers, architects, and designers have become key agents in exploring the
relationalities of forest sentience within differing social milieus and geographies of encounter. Forest
imaginaries have emerged as an area of critical investigation for CFS which brings creative methods
into contact with a range of social, scientific, philosophical, and community-based practices. Many
artists and researchers in art-based practices are interested in enhancing the ecological sensibility of
forests (Kravtsov & Hockert, 2022), including the linked dimensions of forest sentience,
communication, and care. Creative investigations are exploring how forest ecosystems can inspire
collective ecological imaginations as living breathing classrooms (Hay, 2024), as well as the role of
ecological aesthetics and art-based practices of walking and drawing in building relational practices of
care and multispecies learning (Vasko, 2021). Studies of forest imaginaries invite us to co-create with
forests through multispecies collaborations that explore the possibilities of more-than-human
creativity (Rousell, 2022). The symphonic orchestration of sentience in the forest can, in this sense, be
understood as dynamic creative activity that is irreducible to any individual agent or species. CFS has
a potentially significant role to play in extending traditional understandings of creative practices,
media, and authorship through artful experiences that invite publics into creative encounters with the
sentient forest.

Environmental artist and researcher Gisele Trudel offers compelling examples in her project
‘Mediane’. Engaging with forest ecosystems through research-creation methodologies, Trudel (2023)
proposes "ecotechnologies of practice" as a creative framework for generating “dynamic craftings of
relays and responses” between people, forests, and sensory technologies “from the middling of their



encounter” (np). This has led to an annual series of large-scale outdoor installations that open
scientific, technological, artistic, and poetic investigations of forest sentience and communication to
the public. The annual Forest of Imagination public program in Bath, UK also presents a significant
example of engaging children and young people as co-creators of regenerative forest imaginaries at
city-scale (Hay, 2024). These research-creation practices not only foster deeper understandings of
sentient forest ecosystems, but also critically challenge anthropocentric perspectives, encouraging
publics to consider forests and their wider techno-social milieus as collaborative partners in the
construction of alternative forest imaginaries. By thinking, sensing, and engaging with forests through
artful experiences, CFS invites artists and researchers to explore creative ways of understanding and
relating to sentient forest environments, potentially leading to more relational and caring imaginaries
of human-forest relationships.

Forest Regeneration

At the heart of the philosophical and artistic investigations we cite above is a commitment to
embodied practice and the situated pragmatics of forest conservation and restoration. As noted in
previous sections, the practicalities of forest conservation, regeneration, and care are inseparable
from the cosmologies and lifeways of First Peoples as custodians of much of the Earth’s remaining
forest regions (Shelton et al., 2024). While theories and practices of ‘rewilding’ have gained traction
since their introduction in the late 1990s, they also raise onto-political complexities regarding the
nature of ‘nature’ and what counts as ‘wild’ from differing cultural and historical perspectives (Rose,
2002; Steele, 2020). Wynne et al (2020) describe rewilding as a framework aligned with “restorative
practices promoting landscape fluidity, connectivity and non-equilibrium ecologies” which
constitutes a radical break from Euro-Western conservation practices predicated on concepts of
standardisation, management, and control (p. 71). Rewilding practices such as the Miyawaki ‘tiny
forest’ method have been internationalised in recent years, creating new opportunities for
communities to regrow local forests relatively quickly using evidence-based principles based on
endemic biodiversity coefficients and soil conditioning (Miyawaki, 2004).

Wynne et al (2020) acknowledge the need for research into how rewilding practices can engender “a
more substantive reworking of how we think and live with others”, while accounting for “diverging
views of wildness, naturalness and place” and associated “ethical and justice implications for both
human-human and human-nonhuman relations” (p. 71). The recent Voices of the Future project
investigated children and young people’s relationships with forests and treescapes in very different
urban and regional communities across the UK, opening further questions around the cultural and
linguistic dimensions of forest restoration, citizen science, and rewilding practices from child and
youth perspectives (Ambreen et al., 2023; 2024; Kraftl et al., 2024). CFS supports the development
of justice-oriented frameworks for investigating the complexities of rewilding, regenerative design,
and associated practices of reforestation and afforestation in diverse community settings. By
generating nuanced frameworks that accommodate the complexities of more-than-human sentience
and biocultural diversities, CFS looks to generate richly patterned and detailed stories of
regenerative forest communities, languages, cultures, and pedagogies.

Forest Pedagogies
Critical forest-based pedagogies are informed by diverse theoretical foundations, including (but not
limited to) place-based learning (Vladmirova, 2023), traditional wisdom and practice (Arnold et al.,



2021; Poelina et al., 2023), decolonial and anticolonial pedagogies (Nxumalo, 2019), posthuman
imaginaries (Juke et al., 2022), plant humanities (Parmar et al., 2024), and immersive arts practices
(Rousell, 2023). These educative foundations invite learners into critical, creative, and relationally
embedded ways of knowing, doing, being, and becoming with forests. Pedagogically, the emerging
field of CFS is deeply indebted to Indigenous histories and knowledge systems (cf Harrison &
McConchie, 2009; Kimmerer, 2013). Within Indigenous worldviews, knowledge comes from the land
(Styres, 2018) and cannot be separated from place. Forests house songs, stories, theories, histories,
and languages. The aliveness of the land is understood as the foundation of human knowing
(Donald, 2021; Slater, 2020; Watts, 2013), and more-than-human kin are recognised as teachers
(Four Arrows et al., 2010; Simpson, 2017). As such, learning in, with, and from forests involves
inquiring within multispecies collectives that requires something different from us. As we engage
with a 300-year-old eucalyptus tree, for example, humancentric understandings of time, scales,
rhythms, and communication morph and shift.

The Digital Planting (www.criticalforestlab.com) hosts variations of critical forest-based pedagogies

that are embodied, sensory, holistic, haptic, creative, incorporeal, and relational. Interestingly, these
pedagogies can also focus on various forms of speculative immersion in virtual or potential forests
(Rousell & Caicedo-Penaloza, 2022), through digital technologies or gameplay for example, engaging
learners in technically mediated imaginaries of forestscapes (Waeber et al., 2023). Critical forest-
based pedagogies invite us to learn from forests who are flourishing, as well as from forests that are
regenerating, disappeared, scorched, and flooded out, attending to the sedimented layers of
colonial relations on these lands (Donald, 2009). Critical forest pedagogies can engage learners in
issues of planetary wellness, histories of peoples and movements, complexities of life in forests, and
the anthropocentric origins and perpetuation of the climate and biodiversity crises.

Importance of Critical Forest Studies for Environmental Education

As a field that has embraced transdisciplinarity and more-than-human relationality since its
inception in the early 1970s, environmental education’s (EE) current directions provide lively
gathering places for the cultivation and dispersal of CFS as an emerging area of inquiry and creative
practice. This is particularly evident in the robust development of critical posthumanist and post-
anthropocentric approaches flourishing in the intersections of EE and Indigenous studies (Poelina et
al., 2023; Somerville, 2020), ecofeminism (Gough & Whitehouse, 2018), decolonial studies (Nxumalo,
2019), childhood studies (Vladimirova & Rautio, 2022), multispecies inquiry (Rautio et al., 2021),
queer studies (Russell, 2021) and disability studies (Schmidt, 2023), amongst numerous other critical
areas. CFS is already agitating in the zones where EE touches these other fields, particularly in spaces
where the polyphonous qualities of forest sense and sensation are actively acknowledged and
investigated (cf Parmar et al., 2024). CFS also provides a significant platform to support the
transition from EE, as generally defined, toward more targeted and specified fields such as climate
change education or CCE (Stevenson, Nicholls, & Whitehouse, 2017). CFS underscores the potential
of forest sentience, regeneration, imaginaries and pedagogies to transform EE in response to
planetary climate disruption and arboreal diversity loss (Stroud et al., 2022). Approaching forests
from CFS perspectives can mitigate destructive environmental practices and paradigms while
reframing forests as pluralistic, sentient societies with whom humankind can interrelate,
communicate and collaborate.
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What CFS can offer that may be new and useful in such spaces are frameworks for attending to the
symphonic orchestration of sentient perspectives which are primarily opaque to one another, yet
nonetheless connected by metaphysical threads which cannot be explained by existing scientific
models (McKittrick, 2020; Stengers, 2018). In this regard, CFS calls for a reopening of questions
relating to eco-evolutionary development and improvised structures of possibility arising from
aleatory encounters between radically different forms of sentient life (Goodman, 2022). Bridging CFS
into EE and CCE has the potential to introduce unforeseen transformations of how life, sentience,
relationality, and care are understood, practiced, and shared across generations. This, in turn, opens
up fruitful domains for enquiry and practices across the domains of EE, CCE, and related fields.

The very act of breathing underscores our indissoluble oneness with forests as sources of
nourishment, healing, learning, beauty, pleasure, and spiritual awakening. As Kimmerer (2013)
shares, from an Indigenous standpoint humans are the “younger brothers of Creation” (p. 347) with
land (Styres, 2011) and Country (Fricker, 2024) being the first teachers. We invite contributions that
elaborate diverse practices of forest communication, relationality, ethicality, and social organisation
that exceed humancentric understandings and ask something different of us. Experiences within
forestscapes, whether actual or virtual, create openings for multispecies learning, healing, and
creating. Help us build CFS as a field which thrives in the symphonic complexities of sentient
difference and dispersed agency to inspire novel responses to our planetary emergency.
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