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Polycrises and Perception



Sustainability As a Crises of Perception

• “The role of the organizing idea in 
cognitive perception is of such an 
active kind that if the idea changes, 
then what is seen changes.”

• — Henri Bortoft (1996) The Wholeness of Nature : 
Goethe's Way Toward a Science of Conscious 
Participation in Nature

• “Could mortal lip divine
The undeveloped Freight
Of a delivered syllable
'Twould crumble with the weight.”

-Emily Dickinson 1894 (Dickinson, 1894)

From Wahl, D. C. (2017). Following perception up-stream: organizing ideas & the coming-into- being of phenomena. Medium. 



Perception,  Attention and Participation

• “the kind of attention we bring to 
bear on the world changes the nature 
of the world we attend to…Attention 
changes what kind of thing comes into 
being for us…If you are my friend, the 
way in which I attend to you would be 
different from the way I would attend 
to you if you were my employer, my 
patient, the suspect I am 
investigating, my love, my aunt, a 
body waiting to be dissected…And yet 
nothing objectively has changed”
(McGilchrist, The Master and His 
Emissary 2009, p. 28)

• What am I to do?” with “Of what 
story or stories do I find myself 
apart?”. 

• -Alisdair MacIntyre, After Virtue 1981



Narratives

“The primary form by which human 
experience is made 
meaningful…Narrative meaning is a 
cognitive process that organises 
human experiences into temporally 
meaningful episodes.”1

"Social knowledge extracted from 
daily rhetoric can point to what 
informs decisions, actions, interests, 
and principles and, thus, may be 
useful for discovering what is 
considered public truth and 
preferable behavior" (Fisher, 1985). 

Institutions

“Human devised constraints that 
structure human interaction. They are 
made up of formal constraints (rules, 
laws, constitutions), informal 
constraints (norms of behaviour, 
conventions and self imposed codes of 
conduct), and their enforcement 
characteristics”2

1. Polkinghorne, D. E. (1988). Narrative knowing and the Human Sciences. State Univerity of New York Press.



Collapse Now and Avoid The Rush

Practices Slowing 
Release-
• Saving banks
• Emergency crops
• Fire brakes
• Landscape-level 

management

Practices Nurturing 
Renewal
• Recruitment areas
• Seasonal harvest 

closures
• Protection of 

species/age 
classes/habitat

Narratives Slowing 
Release
• Human-nature 

separation
• Reductionism

Narratives Nurturing 
Renewal
• Relational focus
• Land as teacher
• Wholism



Vector Theory of Change (Snowden)

• Theory of Change for complex environments

• We decide on what direction we want to go in

• map the system’s current state, 

• run experiments to shift in that direction, 

• measure the system's state again and assess what 
interventions might be most useful. 

• This is an iterative process that incorporates feedback and 
allows for continually taking stock of a dynamic environment so 
we can take advantage of new opportunities as they arise
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