Annette Gough and Noel Gough: Decolonising Environmental Education Research

Decolonising Environmental Education Research: Stories of queer(y)ing and destabilising

Annette Gough and Noel Gough

Deakin University, Australia

From the standpoint of the colonised, the term ‘research’ is inextricably linked with European imperialism.  As Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes: ‘The ways in which scientific research is implicated in the worst excesses of colonialism remains a powerful remembered history for many of the world's colonized peoples’.  In this seminar, we argue that much environmental education research continues to affirm (or fails to question) the dominant discourses of Western capitalist societies, many of which are characterised by heteronormativity, androcentrism, ageism, scientism and economic rationalist assumptions about the virtues of globalisation.  We examine some manifestations of these discourses in environmental education research and explore a number of ways in which we might work towards disrupting them.  We will argue that methodological dispositions informed by (for example) feminist, postcolonialist, antiracist and queer theorising offer possibilities for representing and performing environmental education research in more differentiated genres and modes, offering possibilities for working outside and beyond imperialist norms.

Writing from the Margins

Writing from the margins of environmental education research is a frequent experience for many environmental education researchers. For example, a decade and more ago Paul Hart (1993) and Ian Robottom (1985, 1991, 1993) were challenging the behaviourist orthodoxies in environmental education research as exemplified by Harold Hungerford and his disciples at the University of Southern Illinois (see, for example, Hungerford, Peyton & Wilke 1980, 1983; Hungerford & Volk 1990) and writing from the relatively marginal territory of critical theory in making their challenges. Both of us have also challenged environmental education research from other margins – Noel (1991, 1994) brought poststructuralist theorising to the field and Annette (1999a, 1999b) brought feminist research – and we have both critiqued other colonizing forms of research such as significant life experience research (A. Gough, 1999c; N. Gough, 1999). In this seminar we would like to bring queer theory and postcolonial theory into the discussions.

In the first half of this seminar we address queer(y)ing environmental education research. In the second, we focus on destabilising ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ (‘TEK’)
 in environmental education research. The discussion about queer(y)ing environmental education research draws attention to the dominance in, and colonisation of, the field by heterosexual norms and the absence of queer perspectives. In contrast, ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ has been drawn upon in a variety of ways in environmental (science) education research but in a colonial and patronizing manner, and we now address notions of ‘whose science? whose knowledge?’ (Harding, 1991) in environmental education research from a postcolonial perspective.

Queer(y)ing Environmental Education Research

Our poststructuralist methodological dispositions orient us to exposing that which is disregarded, muted, repressed, and/or marginalised by dominant cultural discourses and practices. So, for several years now, we have noted and lamented the absence of queer theory and theorising in environmental education research.
 We were initially attracted to queer theorising by its invitation to question the heteronormative desires that animate much educational research, including desires for prediction, control and ‘mastery’ that limit our capacities to ask questions that do not already presume the possibility of final solutions

In order to ‘queer’ environmental education research we responded to the Canadian Journal of Environmental Education’s call for papers on ‘new genres of research in environmental education’ by inventing Camp Wilde, an imaginary intellectual space dedicated to alleviating what Erica McWilliam (1999) calls ‘the irony deficiency that is a hallmark of so many academic texts’ (p. x) by queer(y)ing the earnestness of environmental education researchers, and perhaps even provoking a little subversive laughter (Gough & Gough, 2003). Rather than trying to represent queer theory as it might be ‘applied’ to our field, in ‘Tales from Camp Wilde’ we tried as far as possible to perform a queer(y)ing of environmental education research – and the form of the manuscript is part of that performance. By ‘queer(y)ing’ – a word formed by embedding a ‘y’ (why?) in ‘queering’ – we suggest a mode of questioning inspired by queer theorising but not necessarily constrained by its extant formulations and contestations. We especially reject any attempt to essentialise ‘queer,’ preferring Catherine Mary Dale’s (1999) ‘alternative view of queer as a term productive of positive difference’ (p. 3). Positive difference is not structured by negation but ‘expresses the immanence of the multiple and the one, rather than the eminence of this over that, of one or many, of identity or chaos… There is no essential identity nor loss or lack, only affirmation’ (p. 3).

The subheadings in our manuscript provide a road map for Camp Wilde, and, as you can see from the following list, we invited several colleagues to share this space with us. They enacted textual performances of their own devising that complement our disruptive project: 

•
The importance of queering earnestness – our rationale for inventing Camp Wilde
•
Welcome to Camp Wilde – establishes this space to queer the ‘normal’ signifieds of environmental education research
•
Horrible sympathy: nature turned inside out (Mary Aswell Doll) – a subversive performance of ‘the greening of the imagination’

•
Camp Wilde’s Moot Court finds Institute for Earth Education chairman guilty of breach of Earth Charter! – a deconstructive reading of the naively normal writing of the founder and chairman [sic] of The Institute of Earth Education
•
Trouble at Camp Wilde – a short introduction to ecofeminism, the field that first brought gender and then sexuality into environmental education discourses
•
Aubrey Beardsley: Camp Wilde’s picturer (Warren Sellers) – a demonstration of how a queer aesthetic might generate alternative readings

•
Different ways with words – discusses disrupting ‘normal’ relations among and between words, bodies and landscapes.
•
The Ear, the Eye and the Arm: a book review from Camp Wilde (Peter Appelbaum and Sophia Appelbaum) – a deconstructive queer(y)ing of ‘normal’ body/landscape relations in a reading of a popular example of young adult fiction

•
A resting (not arrested) place – farewell from Camp Wilde, without being arrested as a ‘new genre’.
Two excerpts from our paper follow:

Excerpt 1

Welcome to Camp Wilde

Welcome to Camp Wilde. We dedicate this space to the memory of Oscar Wilde because he embodied a mode of subjugated knowledge production that we believe is significant for environmental education research. His works demonstrate that ‘camp’ signifies a more generative mode of being, believing, and behaving than many environmental educators usually associate with the term ‘camping.’ In his archaeology of camp posing, Moe Meyer (1994) shows that Wilde undermined the dominant social order of his day not only by being homosexual but also by performing a camp politics and poetics that mocked bourgeois customs, morals and norms. We suspect that many of his contemporaries were threatened more by his textual inversions and deviations than by his sexual preferences. For example, in ‘A few maxims for the instruction of the over-educated,’ Wilde (1989) complains that ‘the English are always degrading truth into facts… When a truth becomes a fact it loses all its intellectual value’ (p. 1203). Against the then-fashionable approaches to literature and art that sought to replicate Nature and Life faithfully, Wilde argued that artifice was more beautiful and more ‘real.’ Wilde was dangerous because a deep moral seriousness informed his camp posturing: he was serious about refusing to take himself seriously. His languorous flippancy barely cloaked a scathing irony. When asked to describe the ‘philosophy’ behind The Importance of Being Earnest (subtitled A Trivial Comedy for Serious People), Wilde replied, ‘We should treat all trivial things very seriously, and all the serious things of life with sincere and studied triviality’ (quoted in Glenn, 2000). At Camp Wilde, we explore how such a paradoxical philosophy might constructively inform environmental education research.

You don’t have to be camp (or gay, lesbian, bi-, trans-, or intersexual) to enjoy Camp Wilde, although you might feel more at home here if you didn’t think that this was something you needed to question. Of course, queer studies often focus on queer identity and many queer theorists and researchers explicitly identify themselves as interrogating regimes of normalcy from a ‘not heterosexual’ standpoint. To date, much queer theorizing in education has both interrogated identity and explored relationships between researcher identities and knowledge construction and legitimation (see, e.g., Pinar, 1998). Studies that simultaneously problematize the politics of location and identity, such as Frank Browning’s (1996) A Queer Geography: Journeys Toward a Sexual Self, and David Bell and Gill Valentine’s (1995) Mapping Desire: Geographies of Sexualities, have special relevance for environmental education research. But queer theorizing also questions the very idea of normalcy and seeks to dismantle, dislocate or relocate the boundaries of identity categories (and we identify with that desire). As Patrick Dilley (1999) points out, queered positions are useful but not exclusive starting points for queer theorizing: ‘anyone can find a queered position (although some might have a better vantage point than others)… such a position is not dependent upon one’s sexual orientation or predilections, but rather upon one’s ability to utilize the (dis)advantages of such a position’ (p. 469). 

Deborah Britzman (1998) argues that queer theory questions the grounds of identity and theory:
        Queer Theory occupies a difficult space between the signifier and the signified, where something queer happens to the signified – to history and bodies – and something queer happens to the signifier – to language and to representation… But the ‘queer,’ like the ‘theory,’ in Queer Theory does not depend on the identity of the theorist or the one who engages with it. Rather, the queer in queer theory anticipates the precariousness of the signified: the limits within its conventions and rules, and the ways these various conventions and rules incite subversive performances, citations, and inconveniences. (p. 213)
So here at Camp Wilde we want to queer the ‘normal’ signifieds of environmental education research, such as nature-as-an-object-of-knowledge, ecology, body/landscape relations, and the relationships among bodies of knowledges, teachers, and learners. We also want to queer the ‘normal’ signifiers of environmental education research, including the languages and representations with/in which we speak and write environmental education into existence. For example, we suggest that taken-for-granted formulations of purpose such as ‘the recovery of the ecological imperative’ (Bowers, 1993) and formulaic research designs such as those that measure learners’ orientations to the Dominant Social Paradigm and the New Ecological Paradigm (Dunlap et al, 2000) are not as straightforward as many environmental educators and researchers assume. To put this another way, we want to probe the ways in which heteronormativity configures ignorance in environmental education research. Jon Wagner (1993) usefully disaggregates ignorance into ‘blank spots’ and ‘blind spots’: what we know enough to question but not answer are our blank spots; what we do not know well enough to ask about or care about are our blind spots – areas in which existing theories, methods, and perceptions actually keep us from seeing or imagining objects or phenomena that provoke the curiosity that initiates research (see also Noel Gough, 2002). 

Excerpt 2
Camp Wilde’s Moot Court finds Institute for Earth Education chairman guilty of breach of Earth Charter!

(Authors’ note: Camp Wilde’s residents and guests frequently use its Moot Court facilities to amuse themselves by simulating ‘criminal’ trials and civil actions. We obtained the following report from Camp Wilde’s archives at www.worldwildeweb.net/mootcourt.html.)

Camp Wilde’s Moot Court erupted in cheers and laughter today when the jury in the simulated trial of Steve Van Matre handed down its guilty verdict. The founder and self-described ‘chairman’ of The Institute for Earth Education had been charged in absentia with breaching Principle 1.1 of The Earth Charter, which requires humans to ‘respect Earth and life in all its diversity’ (Earth Charter International Secretariat, 2001, p. 42). Prosecutors argued that Van Matre had failed to comply with this principle by willfully and deliberately limiting the Earth’s subject position to that of a heterosexual female, effectively denying Earth’s civil rights to freely express its diversity. 

The prosecuting team, led by Deakin University law student Kate Allgreen, built its case on Van Matre’s own words, citing his editorial contributions to The Earth Speaks (Van Matre, 1983a) as evidence that he assumed sexualized identities for both himself and the earth:

       Have you listened to the earth?

             Yes, the earth speaks, but only to those who can hear with their hearts. It speaks in a thousand, thousand small ways, but like our lovers and families and friends, it often sends its messages without words. For you see, the earth speaks in the language of love. Its voice is in the shape of a new leaf, the feel of a water-worn stone, the color of evening sky, the smell of summer rain, the sound of the night wind. The earth’s whispers are everywhere, but only those who have slept with it can respond readily to its call.

         …falling in love with the earth is one of life’s great adventures. It is an affair of the heart like no other; a rapturous experience that remains endlessly repeatable throughout life. This is no fleeting romance, it’s an uncommon affair. (pp.3-4)

An expert witness for the prosecution, Dr Sue Curry Jansen, professor of communication studies at Muhlenberg College, testified that on this evidence, Van Matre’s standpoint towards the earth was similar to Francis Bacon’s, in whose works a nurturing ‘mother’ nature was metaphorically transformed into a more sexualized object – a ‘bride,’ ‘mistress,’ or ‘common harlot’ (Jansen, 1990, p. 239).

Another witness, semiotician Leon Patrick, testified that elsewhere in The Earth Speaks Van Matre (1983b) uses images for the earth that traditionally have passive and/or female connotations, including ‘vessel’ and ‘ship of life’ (p. 61), and that the young people targeted by Earth Education programs would almost certainly interpret terms such as ‘lovers,’ ‘affair,’ and ‘romance’ to signify conventional (i.e., heterosexual) relationships. Professor Patrick argued that Van Matre’s standpoint towards the earth was offensively patronizing and patriarchal, even if his surface rhetoric was that of the new-age ‘sensitive man.’ Against Van Matre’s romantic claim that ‘only those who have slept with [the earth] can respond readily to its call,’ Patrick quoted eminent feminist scholar Donna Haraway’s pithy put-down: ‘I would rather go to bed with a cyborg than a sensitive man… Sensitive men worry me’ (quoted in Penley and Ross, 1991, p. 18). Patrick added: ‘If the earth really could speak, s/he/it might well agree.’

Cross-examining this witness, defending counsel Simon Wolfson pointed out that all but four of the authors of the roughly 75 items of prose and poetry in The Earth Speaks are male. Since Van Matre (1983c) chose these writings ‘because each in some way speaks for the earth’ (p. vi), does this not imply, asked Wolfson, that he actually positions the earth as male? This suggestion was quickly ridiculed by a number of students from York University who began chanting ‘stop reading straight!’ until brought to order by Judge Russell Hart. Professor Patrick pointed out that Van Matre made matters worse by suggesting that the earth could ‘speak’ only through chiefly male interpreters – or ventriloquists – and was thus positioned not only as passive and female but also as dumb. 

Summing up for the defence, Mr Wolfson argued that Van Matre was guilty only of good intentions, and that positioning the earth as an object of romantic love was no worse than assertions of familial relationship and love, such as Susan Griffin’s (1989) declaration that ‘the earth is my sister, I love her daily grace… and how loved I am’ (p. 105). 

In Ms. Allgreen’s final address to the jury, she argued that interpreting the Earth Charter principles at Camp Wilde meant queering the anthropomorphic image of the earth as an object of love and affection – especially if that image is implicitly identified with women, who have historically been oppressed, exploited, and ignored. The feminization of the earth by straight talking men and women, she said, limits the subjective positions available to both individual humans and ‘nature’ to those determined by the binary logic of heteronormativity. 

The jury took only a few minutes to reach its unanimous guilty verdict. Judge Hart imposed a Community Service Order requiring Van Matre to attend gender equity counselling and to undertake a minimum of 500 hours service as a volunteer guide with Queer(y)ing Nature, an outdoor recreational group in Fredericton, New Brunswick, that is ‘open to all, yet directed at a queer audience.’

Decolonising academic discourse

We see ‘Tales from Camp Wilde’ as part of the repositioning of critical inquiry that Patti Lather sees as:

struggling to decolonize the space of academic discourse that is accessed by our privilege, to open that space up in a way that contributes to the production of a politics of difference. Such a politics recognizes the paradox, complexity, and complicity at work in our efforts to understand and change the world (quoted in Pinar & Reynolds, 1992, p. 254)

In Camp Wilde we wanted to demonstrate that there are many ways of writing other than ‘straight’ prose and one of our deliberate strategies was to venture beyond our own comfort zones in producing our tales. When we invited Mary Doll and Warren Sellers to visit Camp Wilde we did not know what they would bring with them or how they would perform (in) the ‘camp’ of their imaginations. Mary teaches literature and literary criticism, and Warren is a fine arts graduate who worked for 20 years as a designer, director, producer, consultant, and teacher in electronic media industries. The modes of inquiry and interpretation through which meanings are produced within their respective traditions of social relationships and organization are different from those with which we are most familiar. We were not particularly surprised that some reviewers of our manuscript had a little difficulty in understanding the implications of their respective contributions, or why they were written in the way they were. One reviewer speculated that s/he was ‘not well practiced in reading the genre’ in which these contributions were written and thus found them ‘unclear and confusing.’ 

Similarly, when we invited Peter Appelbaum to visit Camp Wilde we did not expect him to bring his daughter, but we are very pleased that he did. Again, some reviewers did not see any explicit or obvious connection between Peter and Sophia’s book review and environmental education research. In our view, this does not mean that such a connection is absent, or that we should try to assimilate the difference between their understandings of Camp Wilde and ours by making the connections that we see more explicit. Although ‘estrangement’ – making the familiar strange – is consistent with queering, we are suspicious of trying to make the strange familiar. We prefer to read each of our guest’s contributions as an invitation to work constructively with discourses that appear to be incommensurate without colonizing them.

Although we did not want to be defensive, in our closing comments we felt compelled to respond to those reviewers who wanted us to provide ‘a more clear discussion of queer theory’ – ‘As it stands,’ one wrote, ‘a less careful reader could come away thinking queer merely referred to the unconventional.’ We stand by our right to explore how queer theorising might work, and what it might produce, rather than to explain what it means or what it is. If readers of CJEE (we assumed they would all be ‘careful’) want to know what those who claim authoritative status in queer theorising think it is, we recommend sources such as Suzanne de Castell and Mary Bryson’s (1998) ‘notes toward a queer researcher’s manifesto’ (p. 249).
 Because we do not presume to say what queer theory is, we also cannot say what it is not, and if our queer(y)ing of heteronormativities in environmental education research therefore looks to some readers like the ‘merely unconventional’ then we accept that risk. To paraphrase Donna Haraway (1989, p. 307), we are not interested in policing the boundaries between the queer and the unconventional – quite the opposite, we are edified by the traffic.

A half way point

At this point we bid farewell from Camp Wilde. We hope you have enjoyed your visit and that it was not too comfortable. We hope that you return and bring some of your own tales of queer(y)ing environmental education research with you. We have very deliberately eschewed any attempt to provide a straightforward (as it were) account of queer methodology or to present a comprehensive argument for ‘doing’ queer research in environmental education. Rather, we have assembled some of the theoretical resources and cultural materials we had to hand and, with a little help from our friends, performed an orientation to environmental education research that we hope will never be arrested by its categorization as a ‘new genre.’ 

In the next section of this seminar paper we address issues of destabilising ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ in environmental education research. Both of us have previously written of our concerns about the Amero-Eurocentric nature of environmental education research and practice (see, for example, A. Gough 1999a; N. Gough 1998; 1999; 2000; 2003; Greenall Gough, 1993) and the need for indigenous perspectives in environmental education (A. Gough, 1997; N.Gough 1990; 1993), and we extend this discussion here by applying a postcolonial critique to the construct known as ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ (‘TEK’). 

Destabilising ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ in environmental education research

Although we acknowledge that much of the work that coheres around the term ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ might be undertaken with the best of intentions, we agree with the many indigenous scholars (and those who stand with aboriginal peoples) who view it as a colonizing practice. For example, Patricia O’Riley (2003) writes: 

A hot topic in the academy today is TEK (traditional ecological knowledge), which is basically a Euro-American simulacrum, that presumes to encompass or represent the wisdom, spirituality, science, and technologies of Aboriginal Peoples. It is not Aboriginal scholars who are vetting, who are promoting this TEK talk. The tacit assumption seems to be that Aboriginal Peoples’ knowledges are there for the taking (read pilfering, larcening, despoiling) and that Aboriginal Peoples are obliged to share these knowledges with the dominant society to save the earth from the extinction or the threat of it, that has been facilitated by western technologies and practices. The dominant society has the power and the knowledge to save the earth – today. It does not need to look elsewhere for solutions. The West needs only to examine itself, analyze itself, discover itself, then take responsibility for its own past, present, and future actions, rather than looking at ‘other’ yet again for salvation (p. 156). 

The continuing colonisation of indigenous peoples is immediately signalled by the persistent habit among Western scholars of reducing ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ and its acronym ‘TEK’ to a grammatical singular. For example, Alan Reid, Kelly Teamey and Justin Dillon’s (2002) refer to ‘TEK’ as ‘a concept and as a body of knowledge’. This rhetorically reduces traditional ecological knowledges to a unitary, undifferentiated, homogenised and objectified Other and we believe that this practice needs to be problematised – and perhaps abandoned. 

One of our concerns is that much of the valorising of traditional ecological knowledges in environmental education discourses/practices seems to imply that the coloniser and the colonised have (and can have) similar understandings or shared points of view. This seems to us to be a type of naive postcolonialism that aspires to some sort of cosy settlement between oppressors and oppressed. This might be why some theorists (e.g. Brennan 1997) regard postcolonialism as a systematically misleading category which can include a variety of responses to colonialism including collusion, resistance, and the appropriation by the former colonised of the coloniser’s agenda. We agree with Helen Verran’s (2001) position that postcolonialism involves ‘remaking’ colonialism in ‘postcolonial enacting’:

Postcolonialism… is not a break with colonialism, not a revolution, a history begun when a particular ‘us,’ who are not ‘them,’ suddenly coalesces as opposition to coloniser… Postcolonialism is the ambiguous struggling through and with colonial pasts in making different futures. All times and places nurture postcolonial moments. They emerge not only in those places invaded by European (and non-European) traders, soldiers, and administrators. Postcolonial moments grow too in those places from whence the invading hordes set off and to where the sometimes dangerous fruits of colonial enterprise return to roost (p. 38).

Paolini (1999) sees postcolonialism as an ensemble of largely textual, loosely connected critical and oppositional practices able to redirect our attention to the edge of the Western gaze, and deconstruct Occidentalism and its liberal-humanist rhetoric of universalism and the appropriation of the other. Schutte’s (2000) view of postcolonial critique as a means of revealing the otherwise opaque interests of the dominant culture foregrounds its commensurability with queer theorising. This critical position is needed in many domains of knowledge, including environmental/science education, at a time when neoconservative forms of scientific literacy are becoming increasingly dominant and universally applied through the global knowledge economy. From a poststructuralist position reading and writing are modes of inquiry, and postcolonial theorising can act as an ‘interpretative disturbance’ (Britzman, 1995, p. 230) to normative representations and categories. The practical application of postcolonial theorising as an oppositional reading practice opens up ways new questions about how environmental/science education is constructed and represented. It also privileges a methodology yet to be well explored within environmental/science education.

Postcolonialism’s elastic and loose form seems to us to be part of its methodological strength. It allows for an eclectic and interdisciplinary approach that Lopez (2001), paraphrasing Foucault, describes as a condition of dispersion, of local kinds of criticisms not reducible to a single position or school of thought yet efficacious in their interrogation of a range of practices, institutions and discourses. This postmodern gesture of not fixing gives postcolonialism deconstructive tendencies that theorists like Huggan (2001) and Paolini (1999) see as enhancing its power as a reading practice. Consequently, postcolonial criticism offers the potential for a type of analysis that, to paraphrase Culler (1997), produces different outcomes from those we thought we knew or would have expected.

A particular concern for us is the persistence of colonizing practices within environmental/science education that nevertheless claim to be postcolonial. By way of example, we provide a reading of Gloria Snively and John Corsiglia’s (2001) article ‘Discovering indigenous science: implications for science education’ and its companion piece, ‘Rejoinder: infusing indigenous science into Western modern science for a sustainable future’ (Corsiglia & Snively, 2001), from the special issue of Science Education on multiculturalism and science education
.  We could equally have provided postcolonial readings of the work of Glen Aikenhead (1996, 1997, 2002, in press; Aikenhead & Jegede 1999; Jegede & Aikenhead 1999) –whose work is focused on decolonising school science for Aboriginal students and helping the students make ‘border crossings’ through developing culturally sensitive teaching strategies and materials for their science classes – but we are less offended by his work. 

Snively and Corsiglia’s texts are significant because many environmental/science educators regard their rhetorical stance on inclusivity, multiculturalism and sustainability as worthwhile and admirable sentiments, although we note with approval Reid, Teamey and Dillon’s (2002) critique of the utilitarianism of an earlier paper by Corsiglia and Snively (1997). However, normativity and colonialism seem to us to be omnipresent in their (Snively and Corsiglia’s) scholarship, which works against the very attitudes they seem to promote and disseminate. 

Although issues of cultural difference are receiving increasing attention within science education research literature, much of this work seems to be informed by scholarship from the normative educational literatures on multiculturalism and comparative studies, typically with an emphasis on cultural pluralism, inclusivity and equity. In this vein, Snively and Corsiglia (2001) argue for broadening what we view as ‘science’ to include the contributions of ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ (‘TEK’) from Aboriginal cultures in ways that promote inclusivity and provide ecological knowledge that addresses the environmental devastation caused by Western forms of science and development.
In elaborating their position, Snively and Corsiglia (2001) define ‘TEK’ as the ‘timeless traditional knowledge and wisdom of long-resident, oral peoples’ (p. 8) acquired over thousands of years of direct human contact with local environments. They emphasise the ecological depth of this knowledge, its persistence, consistency and reliability, its specificity, its holistic view of an interconnected world, and its moral and spiritual nature. And they describe its narrative base where encoded metaphoric stories are used ‘to compress and organise important information so that it can be readily stored and accessed’ (p.23), and ‘solutions to problems can be carefully preserved, refined and reapplied’ (p. 13). Snively and Corsiglia (2001) represent ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ and Western science as complementary and overlapping epistemologies, each able to offer knowledge and views not available in the other system. As such, they envisage a cross-cultural approach to science education that includes ‘TEK’ and other forms of indigenous knowledge (‘IK’) alongside Western science to ‘better serve the needs of all students, both mainstream and multicultural students, who must solve problems during times of environmental crisis’ (Corsiglia & Snively, 2001, p. 85). They argue that because Western science is implicated in current environmental devastation, implementing the practices of sustainability from nature-centred knowledges like ‘TEK’ is crucial to both the developing and developed world. Their five-step process of science curriculum development includes Western science and indigenous perspectives of a topic ‘to develop scientific thinking and to enable students to examine their own assumptions by distinguishing between the relative merits of different sciences to understand science concepts, and to allow for the existence of alternative perspectives’ (Corsiglia & Snively, 2001, p. 85). They argue that both ‘TEK’ and Western science are important and necessary ways of knowing the world.

We have no quarrel with Snively and Corsiglia’s (2001) desire to broaden conceptualisations of science, promote inclusivity, and to achieve ecological sustainability, but a critical reading of their texts exposes a colonialist subjugation of aboriginal knowledges, despite their stated intentions to the contrary. Although they acknowledge the long colonising history of indigenous peoples by the West, Snively and Corsiglia (2001) underpin their discussion with unitary and binary conceptualisations of ‘TEK’ and Western science that work as binary practices of othering. Their representations of indigenous knowledge systems continually interpellate and normalise differences so that they seem ‘natural’ and preordained rather than differentiated relations produced and negotiated in complex material and social fields of historical processes (Huggan, 2001; Lopez, 2001). Here too there are manoeuvres of ‘timing’ and ‘locative space’ (after Fuller, 2000) that position ‘TEK’ in dimensions other than those used to characterise Western science. They repeatedly invoke associations of long-resident, ecological understanding that can lock ‘TEK’ into a stasis with its environment, and places it behind universalised Western science on the evolutionary timeline. This can be seen, for instance, in their suggestion that teachers recognise ‘indigenous knowledge or worldview in a way that creates a need to know Western science’ (p. 27). Although Snively and Corsiglia (2001) sometimes suggest the integration of Western scientific methods and indigenous technologies in a type of hybrid practice, their spatial and temporal representations predominate, and ultimately contain and control the terms in which ‘TEK’ is represented and articulated. 

Because one of Snively and Corsiglia’s (2001) purposes is to address environmental degradation and promote sustainability (in schools and beyond) by including ‘TEK’ within science, they need to represent ‘TEK’ as different at the same time as they establish its scientific and ecological worth. Constructing ‘TEK’ as Other is important because if it ‘is not timeless, eternal, identified with space rather than time, traditional and untouched by the corruptions of Western culture’ (Fuller, 2000, p.88), then ‘TEK’ could not recast the West’s approach to the environment. Hence, Snively and Corsiglia’s (2001) texts need to (contradictorily) both separate and establish difference at the very time that they argue for Western science and ‘TEK’ to be reconciled so that TEK’s ecological and scientific worth will become known. Much of the rhetorical energy of the text is taken up with these tasks.

The ecological credentials of indigenous knowledge is usually established by asserting and providing some details about its ‘naturalness’ (Fuller, 2000), and Snively and Corsiglia (2001) position Aboriginals as ‘closely tied to place’ (p. 16) with complex skills and a great deal of ‘exceptionally detailed knowledge of local plants and animals and their natural history’ (p. 16). As such, Aboriginals are an extension of nature, in harmony with it. Yet most of the examples that Snively and Corsiglia (2001) provide have been interpreted, translated and reported via Western researchers (both scientists and anthropologists): a ‘very considerable number of scientists have “decoded”, transcribed, and interpreted significant quantities of precise indigenous science knowledge’ (p. 23). Cultural translation here involves the superimposition of the dominant way of seeing, speaking and thinking onto the colonised. ‘TEK’ configured by Western researchers cannot help but be imbued with Western perspectives, the degree of value depending upon its translatability, that is, its removal from the original historical and cultural context of production and its ease of relocation into the mainstream. Thus, if the dominant group’s requirements are ecological, then shared perspectives between Western interests and ‘TEK’ can be projected, and the ‘privileging of Native science anchored in the construction of the Native as a natural complement to their environment is thus a compounding of, rather than a resolution of, problematic discourse’ (Fuller, 2000, p. 89).

Snively and Corsiglia (2001) want to establish not only ‘TEK’’s ecological worth but also its scientific worth. The rhetorical strategies they use to justify that worth include citing its past contributions to Western science and its usefulness for developing new knowledge (as has also been noted by Reid, Teamey & Dillon, 2002 in their critique of Corsiglia and Snively, 1997). Snively and Corsiglia (2001) make several references to the way ‘TEK’ has helped ‘medicine, agriculture, engineering, pharmacology, agronomy, animal husbandry, fish and wildlife management, nautical design’ and so on (p. 13), and to its ready availability as ‘highly desired information’ (p. 21) that might otherwise ‘take years for modern researchers to assemble… using conventional means’ (p. 20). They also note the growing ‘official’ recognition by ‘working scientists (who) are increasingly acknowledging TEK’ (p. 10) ‘to solve important biological and ecological problems’ (p. 8) such as dietary issues, genetic research and the development of databases for information on biodiversity. Snively and Corsiglia (2001) claim further scientific legitimacy by offering evidence of ‘TEK’’s apparent ability to meet some of Western science’s own epistemological tests: ‘Large numbers of indigenous people observe, interpret, and orally report nature exhaustively’ (p. 23) and ‘most proponents of indigenous and multicultural science would agree that objects and events occur in consistent patterns’ (p. 22). But representing and justifying ‘TEK’ in terms of its scientific usefulness further exposes the way ‘TEK’ has been, and still is, assimilated and appropriated by Western scientific interests. Moreover, it effectively assigns some universality and generalisability to ‘TEK’ that takes it beyond localness. Snively and Corsiglia (2001) present ‘TEK’ and Western science as natural allies in need of reconciliation so that Aboriginal knowledge can act as a model of the West’s ‘return’ to harmony with the environment
. 

When we (re)read Snively and Corsiglia’s (2001) texts from a postcolonial perspective, we produce different analyses from the ones we thought we knew or might have expected (Culler, 1997). Although their desire to include Aboriginal science has the potential to trouble the categories of Western science, the liberal discourses of multiculturalism work as technologies of containment, paradoxically making power relations invisible and keeping dominant norms in place. Under a veneer of acceptance, the Other’s knowledge is translated into familiar cultural forms in ways that construct it as possessing knowable characteristics able to be apprehended and controlled. These processes of othering at once work to domesticate and subsume, while simultaneously separating and regulating the boundaries, preserving the integrity and authority of Western science. Hence, postcolonial theorising suggests that Snively and Corsiglia’s (2001) call for the inclusion of Aboriginal science in school curricula unwittingly risks an empty form of pluralism implicated in neoconservative agendas to reassert Western cultural control (McCarthy & Dimitriadis, 2000). 

Where to from here?

Good question: our work continues to be in progress. Quote knowing we change our minds frequently…
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� 	We will retain the ‘scare’ quotes whenever we refer to ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ (and its acronym ‘TEK’) because we see it as a sign we cannot use. It signifies a Euro-American conceit: that all of the various knowledges and ways of knowing of aboriginal peoples can be represented as a singular, homogenised, essentialised and ‘othered’ object. 


� 	We are finally not alone in our concern about the absence of queer theory in environmental education. Coincidentally, the 2002 issue of the Canadian Journal of Environmental Education contained an article on queering environmental education (Russell, Sarick & Kennelly 2002), so others are at last also trying to open up this space within environmental education writ large. 


� 	Queer(y)ing Nature’s activities include camping, hiking, cycling, kayaking, skiing, snowshoeing, etc. See http://www.binetcanada.org/en/mar/play.html, accessed 1 September 2002.


� 	Although we hope our work is consistent with all seven items in de Castell & Bryson’s ‘manifesto,’ we do not see our own identities as being coterminous with their characterization of queer researchers. Watch this space for our ‘notes toward a cyborg researcher’s manifesto.’ 


� 	We thank Lyn Carter (2002) for drawing this example to our attention.


� 	Corsiglia and Snively (1997) portray TEK as ‘a treasure-trove of important, field-tested, but historically neglected environmental knowledge and wisdom’ (p.22). The term ‘treasure-trove’ is especially appropriate here, given that Corsiglia works as an environmental consultant specialising in marketing ‘TEK’ practices as ‘solutions’ to his clients’ environmental ‘problems’.
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