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Children on water-routes (Credits: Alejandra Camargo Borda) 

attempt at water recuperation will be completely futile. 

These stories also re-enchant relationships with the more-than-
human world, showing how essential it is to view the land as a 
shared ecology, not an anthropocentric lens. Upon hearing this 
story, some of the children became curious and asked: Where is 
the water snake now, and how can it be brought back? 

Through such myths and stories, the walks also create a container 
for children to ask questions and inquiries about the history and 
hydrology of Barichara with the memory-keepers of the land, 
i.e., the communities who have lived and witnessed the changes 
in Barichara. Through these walks, the children learn from elders 
that the hydrology of Barichara looked very different forty 
years ago — water sprouted underneath the rivers, with each 
house having a handpump. However, the arrival of so-called 
‘progress’ in Barichara led to a disruption of these hydrological 
cycles, leading to the accumulation and dumping of waste in the 
Barichara Creek. 

Creating the context for children to have a conversation with community 
members 

As children uncover these traces of memories from the land, the 
children also begin to ask important questions, particularly on 
difficult topics such as the tensions and synergies between the 
development intentions of private owners and the importance of 
conservation of land and waters for the well being of the whole 
town. For one of the walks, the children sought permission to 
walk through the lands of private land-owners. By having such 
conversations, they also raise the alarms on the need to act fast 
and address the water crisis. 

“Let’s restore the Barichara ravine together.”

How do memory and imagination support the restoration of a 
River? 

The process of regenerating and reviving the river of Barichara 
is deeply connected with the regenerating of the collective 
imagination. Part of their project’s aim is not just to recover 
memory by re-membering the pasts of this land, but also to 
“dream into possible futures”. The imagination for another future 
is born and nourished by the memory of water. The memory of 
water spills into the fertile soil of the imagination, allowing for 
new worlds to be born. 

As children began to go on these walks, they also began to 
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continue to dream and flesh out the details of the dreams of the 
Barichara they wanted to live in. 

The children of Barichara carry a board which reads: “Guide water, guide 
your life. Let’s restore the Barichara ravine together. We invite you to join us at 

Pasos de Agua” 
(Source: Alejandra Camargo Borda)

Children began to engage in river cleaning activities during 
the expedition. In addition to these activities, the project also 
envisioned other ways in which the community can participate 
and support the children’s dreams. The most prominent of these 
was through crowdfunding efforts. The people of Barichara 
contributed to fundraisers, and also offered food supplies and 
travel equipment (such as tents and camps) that would enable the 
children to continue to dream. 

The children also became more clear about the kind of actions that 

they want to engage in that will bring about the revitalisation of 
the Creek. Some of these actions, as mentioned by them, include – 
installing experimental biofilters, offering Biofilter workshops for 
communities and organising protest parties and water festivals for 
the communities to learn more about the ways in which the water 
crisis shapes and can be shaped through direct water-cultural 
actions.

Pasos De Agua is a water-culture initiative, in other words, 
it recognises that the relationship with water — and as a 
consequence, the water crises experienced in Barichara — do not 
exist in a vacuum, but is embedded in the cultural practices and 
evolution of the town. As Felipe put it: “It’s direct actions that 
entail cultural transformations.” By framing the issue in such a 
way, it opens up expansive possibilities for imagining cultural 
shifts in the coming years and re-vitalising the Barichara Creek 
through re-enchantment and re-engaging relationships with it. 

Re-Enchanting Relationships and Regenerating 
Education 

	 “This connection between imagination and memory 
around water seems like the weaving of the roots and shoots of 
culture onto the territory, and of trust and hope within the human 
psyche,”wrote Ajelandra and Felipe. 

When the children started this walk and project in 2021, they 
fervently believed in this dream. Even as other residents saw it as 
a futile attempt to clean the Barichara Creek, which was so deeply 
polluted, the children didn’t think of it this way. Led by children 
and the beauty in their eyes, the project unfurled as a process of 
re-enchantment of and with territory — with walking through 
these water-routes, what began to happen was a woven mesh of 
memory, imagination and possibility. Transformation happens in 
multiple realms – imaginal, cultural, historical and spiritual and 
ecological. 

Pasos de Agua is a project that works at the intersection of 
memory, mythology, imagination, and spirit. To imagine 
new ways of relating to the more-than-human world is also 
an invitation to listen to the past, to re-member the ways our 
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ancestors related to sacred territories. It invites children to engage 
in the task of bridging memory and imagination as a path of 
envisioning new relationships. 

The Pasos de Aguas project aims to bring about a shift in relating 
to territory and water through remembering pasts and imagining 
futures. If the future and past are deeply entangled. Similarly, 
imagination and reality shape and are shaped by each other too. 
“What we imagine jointly as a human species, will and has in one 
way or another, shaped what the reality of the territory is.” Felipe 
and Alejandra write. The children know this. Even living with the 
suffocating structures of modernity, it is possible to imagine and 
dream new confluences of regeneration and reciprocity. 
We have gotten used to making excuses, but the children have 
clear demands and vivid dreams. 

Pasos de Agua is a reminder that dreams can be powerful. They 
start with a small and local vision and then, like a river, they 
can carry on for several miles, and with them, take the flows of 
generosity. They can have ripple effects to the lives they reach. 
The children of Barichara dream of regenerating all the rivers of 
Colombia. Barichara is only the beginning.
Watch a short video on the Pasos de Agua project here. 

Children of Barichara dreaming big. (Source: Alejandra Camargo Borda)

Spilling Beyond the Education System
	 How can education offer the skills and resources to 
navigate the currents of crises that we’re witnessing in today’s 
times? How can we reimagine education to make it regenerative 
and relevant in today’s context? 

As I travelled with the different projects — their dreams, 
their inspirations, the seeds of inquiry — it left me wondering 
too — what if we relate differently to the way we think about 
education, rivers, pilgrimages, cultural and societal change? A 
deep undercurrent that connects these has been about relationality 
– relation with land, with shared ecologies, with the imagination, 
and with one’s own self. The modern education system – the 
one I was raised in – has severed relationality. It is built on 
disconnection and decontextualisation; learners are put in a 
classroom to absorb facts and data, regurgitating them during 
exams. Learning becomes equivalent to assignments and ‘good 
grades’, and curiosity and enthusiasm silently drain in the process. 
Within structures of modernity, water is commodified and reduced 
to a ‘resource’ that can be instrumentalised. The sanctity of water 
is deliberately wiped from our collective memory. It is no wonder 
that many learners, including me, leave the education system 
feeling both disorientation and disillusioned. 

The wound I grew up with only festered over the years because 
of this severance. I tried to look away, but couldn’t. This wound 
is a reminder of my deep understanding of the various life-forces 
of the world; the wound is the space from which one imagines, 
dreams, and weaves new ways of being.

As I have learnt from the children of Barichara, reimagination 
begins with asking different questions. What if we saw 
rivers as sites of wisdom, and our own bodies as conduits for 
transformation? What if rivers and mountains became our 
classrooms and co-companions in learning? What if we moved 
beyond the anthropocentric frameworks of knowing and instead 
paid attention to the more-than-human world as a teacher? How 
can our pedagogy centre relationality — with the waters, with 
the stories of the waters, with ancestors and the more-than-
human world? If we spent more time listening to the rivers, to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j8q6ucUATkc
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communities on the frontlines of the climate and ecological crisis, 
and gathering the stories of the land and waters through sustained 
engagement – how would this shift our collective consciousness? 

These questions center knowledge that can be learnt only through 
not offering simple answers but learning about the complexity 
of systems. Through the projects, I realise that the depth of one’s 
learning eludes any measurement;  it is about a web of relations, 
it is about living in alignment with one’s values and practices. 
How does one be a good ancestor for the generations to come, 
to preserve and pass down memory, about seeking where the 
ancestral routes are and learning and walking them? 

Curiosity – that magical, surreal thing —  spills beyond the limits 
of the classroom settings, flowing into new and old territories. 
Asking these questions and redesigning education to imagine 
other ways of living and relating is no easy feat; it cannot be 
rushed. The work is slow, and it is often slow work that is most 
needed in these times of crises and breakdown. 

Like rivers, we are always flowing, always moulding and shaping 
new ways. What if we accepted and learnt from water as a 
wisdom-keeper and ancestor, a teacher? What would it mean to 
cultivate a practice of deep knowing, of relationality? What if we 
let our relationships be characterised by different kinds of flows 
— flows of care, attention, well-being, generosity, rather than 
transactional ones? What does it take to un-build dams, to heal 
rivers, to learn-with water as a teacher and ancestor? 

In my meandering journey since I first read those headlines in 
2012, I have begun to notice these moments where water erupts 
from the cracks, as a reminder: it is never too late to let go of what 
no longer serves us. It is never too late to re-story ourselves, to re-
member our life-giving kinships. 

All water has a perfect memory and it will take us there when 
we acknowledge that we are water too. Water needs a body, 
a container to flow into. We are water-bodies — fluid, ever-
changing, gentle, impermanent. With time, even a persistent 
trickle of water can seep through and erode the hardest cement. 
We can spill beyond the rigid containers and cracks of the modern 
education system. Like water, curiosity, play, attention and 

wonder cannot be dammed for long, they will  find a way to break 
free from cemented structures, flowing through new territories, 
nourishing the soil for new-old imaginaries, stories, dreams, 
songs, and ways of living. We need the courage to flow with the 
memory of water. 

Pooja Kishinani
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Farmversities
By Avena Rawnsley

We will starve while we devour the whole world with our 
endless hunger. We will eat the earth, drink the sea, and lick 
even the sky clean. Pulling everything beautiful down with 
us in our greed.

I am choosing a chicken. Standing in the chilled meat aisle in 
the fluorescent lights of a supermarket, I weigh up the value of 
price and size. There are five options of whole chickens, more if 
I include thighs and breasts, and the innocuously named “drum-
sticks”. None of them look like chicken, just slabs of meat 
wrapped and sealed in plastic. None of them look animal, look 
alive. I pick skinless chicken thighs. I’m only cooking for myself 
and I don’t eat meat very often so I don’t want to waste any by not 
eating a whole chicken before it goes bad. I congratulate myself 
on my attitude towards limiting food waste as I turn to the rest 
of my shopping; fruit I have never seen the plants of, rice that I 
only know as bagged grains, a bar of chocolate that still dreams of 
cocoa pods, sugar cane, and rainforests, as a treat with the money 
left over from buying the cheapest chicken. All of this food has 
been provided for me by farmers I have never met. I walk home 
through the city with a vague sense of wrongness. Like I’ve done 
something bad by feeding myself in this way, like I know better, 
should do better. 

When I was young, we kept chickens. My family still does. They 
were the silly, squawking creatures, and when we let them out 
of their enclosure, they would come looking for crumbs in the 
kitchen and I would have to chase them out. Now the chicken in 
my bag burns a hole in the version of me that I tell myself I am. 
The one who acknowledges my privilege and preaches environ-
mentalism. Even I, who was raised alongside these animals, did 
not think of the life of the chicken, nor the lives of those who 
tended, who cared for, who grew any of the food I brought. I did 

not spare them more of a thought than that of the fairtrade label on 
my chocolate. 

This ability to look away from the processes that support life 
speaks to a deeper rift. Some ideological escape that allows us to 
become consumed by consumption itself, drunk on ease and con-
venience when life is anything but convenient. The act of farming 
is the act of tending, of gardening, of loving life and the ground 
from which life springs, but somehow that truth has been forgot-
ten. 

We are a species so intrinsically linked to the ground that we grew 
from, the ground that feeds us, that in many languages we named 
our home for soil: Earth. But now, even the soil that keeps us all 
alive and makes our rock floating in space habitable, has been 
reduced to nothing more than dirt by a narrow and unyielding 
knowledge system. Yet it is a dirt that is meant to be connected 
with, meant to be touched by hands and hearts and the compost of 
life to build it and sustain it. In the erasure of that understanding, 
the disenfranchisement of the earth, more knowledge and wisdom 
has been lost than the monocultural systems of understanding can 
possibly know. Increasingly those who uphold these systems are 
children of a world that has already forgotten, through oversight 
or intentional malice, the entanglement with the planet. 

This is a wound of disconnection, and by extension, a wound of 
devaluation. The chicken no longer has the value of its own life; 
a life given to nourish other lives. Its value has become conveni-
ence measured in profit. Those who work the land are viewed as 
unskilled and treated as though their knowledge means nothing to 
society, even as they sustain our way of life. 

Large scale farming has changed from people knowing and loving 
and relying on their animals and their land to something industri-
alised; they have gone from one cow being the pride of a farming 
family, a friend and companion in the work of farming, to the 
cow not even being an animal, but livestock. Industrial large scale 
farms have become numbers and money, and miles upon miles of 
one type of crop that kills the land with the practices that keep it 
productive, and kills the wisdom too. 
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It kills the wisdom by sanitizing it; all ways of knowing that differ 
from institutionalised education systems are silenced. That silence 
rings loud as a field where insects no longer hum. Indigenous 
ways of knowing are disenfranchised, the body is ignored, and 
doubt in traditional knowledge is sown so that everything tends 
towards the industrial, the factory, the clean and predictably pro-
ductive. Education, which should open explorations and questions, 
becomes instead a weapon to kill all other ways of understanding 
the world, all other kinds of wisdom. 

There is such wisdom in farming; that of hands, sun weathered, 
rain washed, soil wise. There is strength too, of bodies bent in 
the sun, of oxen pulling plough, of the will to get up another day, 
in the face of drought, or parasite, or disease, and yet, so often 
we put that strength to the test. There needs to be more space for 
the strength of vulnerability. It should be normal to shed some 
tears when a crop fails, for the fear and anger that brings. There 
should be time to bid farewell to the animals sent to slaughter, 
the ones that die to sustain other lives. We should honour their 
passing. There needs to be a way of finding connection again. We 
have sterilised all of that love, and care, and mutual responsibility 
simply to make our farms more productive, our food more con-
venient, and our education more conformist. There is intelligence 
in soil, seeds, in animals, and our bodies, intelligence which has 
been ignored by an educational system that values only one type 
of understanding. Farming and physical labour are vital ways 
of understanding and interacting with the world and not merely 
unskilled work.

If we do not start to heal this festering wound, we die. We die 
because we kill the soil, we kill the bees, we kill the small scale 
farmers, we pollute the land and water, and cause massive ecosys-
tem collapse. We poison with chemicals we think make our crops 
healthy, with the fear in the animals and the stress in every cell we 
consume. It is already happening. Not only will we die, we will 
kill so much beauty, we will take so much life with us. There are 
still hands tending rich black soil. We are not dead yet. We have 
not consumed all beauty yet. There are lessons to be learnt here, 
while there is still time.

Swaraj Farmversity
	 The devaluation of farmers is not only detrimental to the 
land, the animals and plants, but also to the minds and souls of 
those tending it. In Jhadol, a rural indigenous region of Rajasthan, 
at the Swaraj Farmversity the idea of working with the land is 
linked intrinsically to working with the people, it sits at the very 
heart of the project informing the way that students, teachers, and 
locals work together. There are many hands in the soil working 
to make the area organic, working to reconnect land, culture, and 
economy with the actual needs of the place. 

Swaraj Farmversity is not a magical project, nor a miracle cure 
to the pain of disconnection and devaluation but a place where 
people are working hard to heal these wounds. When speaking to 
Karan Singh, one of the founders of the project, I heard something 
I had given up on long ago: Hope. “I got some hope” he told me, 
and it was clear from his tone, from the way his eyes lit up, that he 
wasn’t talking about some mystical thing which will swoop in and 
solve a problem, but that he knew hope intimately, he knew that it 
takes work. When Karan spoke about Swaraj Farmversity, I heard 
the kind of hope that is built and strengthened by working to-
wards something that makes a difference, even if it takes time and 
does not work in expected ways. To quote Karan; “[When] you 
are working in organic farming, then things will also move in an 
organic way and with organic time.” Karan and the Swaraj Farm-
versity team, are aiming to make the whole bio-region organic, 
and to do it with the local people, especially the indigenous youth. 

Many of the indigenous youth who study with Swaraj Farmversity 
come from local farming families, and often go to work as daily 
wage labourers in cities, while wrestling with the reality of disem-
powerment, and the disrespect from the school system. Often they 
end up turning away from farming because of how impossible 
it feels to create a good life from it. For lack of money, respect, 
skills, and support from the school systems young people were, as 
Karan said, “becoming misguided… and turning to robbery and 
violence. Many were sitting in the central jail as a result.” Seeing 
this, Karan realised that it was as important to address the mental 
health of the youth that are part of Swaraj Farmversity as it was 
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to teach them about organic agricultural practices. By doing this 
Swaraj Farmversity is handing young people the tools to re-em-
power themselves. “Whoever youth was coming to us, [...] we 
were working on their mental health, and we’ll guide them paral-
lelly.”

The curriculum of the project has been created with the influences 
of many organisations already involved in organic agriculture. It 
includes topics ranging from farm management, plant nurseries, 
soil regeneration and bio resource management, to food process-
ing, cooking, water management and healing with forest herbs. 
All of these skills feed into the local farm economy and relate 
to the knowledge and interests of the Fellows taking part in the 
project. The curriculum works in such a way that after an initial 
two-month period in which Fellows get to experience all areas of 
the curriculum they are asked to specialise and choose topics to 
deepen. After that, they go to different organisations and farmers 
within the Swaraj Farmversity network and complete internships 
and deep learning experiences for ten months. In this way, Swaraj 
Farmversity is giving the youth who study with them the skills to 
support themselves and create sustainable livelihoods. At the same 
time they are rebuilding local cultures and communities, reviving 
networks of support and learning and the commitment to living in 
their villages rather than migrating. The Fellows bring the skills of 
organic agriculture that they learn at the Farmversity back to their 
families and, through this act of exchange and knowledge trans-
mission, multiple generations of indigenous farmers are remem-
bering skills that help to empower them, that help them heal some 
of the wounds of farming. 

Swaraj Farmversity is doing deep and powerful work to address 
the wound of devaluation in farming, to re-instil value in the 
people who work the land, the cultures that they are part of, and 
the land itself. It has by no means been an easy journey. When 
I asked Karan about some of the challenges of starting Swaraj 
Farmversity, he sighed, his speaking, before so animated and 
excited, slowed with the memories of dejection. He said it was 
“Challenging and disappointing. Yeah, disappointing also, […] 
I thought that I might not continue to do this. This is just a waste 
of time.”  At the beginning of the project the uptake of the course 

was very slow; the young people just weren’t interested in farm-
ing. Karan and the rest of Swaraj tried to make it fun. They em-
phasised music, sports, and art, but as soon as they took the young 
people out into the farm, the youth got bored and left. As Karan 
said “youth were coming, staying for one or two days, but when 
they had to work on the farm, they were leaving.”  He persevered, 
“when you have right intention and when you have purity in your 
heart, then nature also guides us.”  In the final month of their first 
year they had a group of eight youths enrolled in the three-month 
fellowship. By the end of those three months, there were only four 
Fellows left. Those four had learnt at Swaraj and had understood 
the mission, and they had found the program to be truly beneficial. 
From them Swaraj Farmversity has blossomed, now with over 60 
Alumni after just three years. 

The Alumni of Swaraj Farmversity are flourishing, they are going 
out into the bio-region, not solely as farmers but in positions of 
influence. Many have jobs in the agricultural sector, moving from 
the daily wage labour category of work that they did before taking 
part in the program at Swaraj Farmversity, into managerial posi-
tions in different organisations and social enterprises. This in-
cludes  working in local food processing businesses that continue 
the work of Swaraj, by bringing good food that has been organ-
ically produced to the local people. Several others have started 
their own initiatives, such as bio resource centres and plant nurs-
eries. There are even Fellows who have gone on to facilitate parts 
of the program at Swaraj. In doing these jobs and by bringing in 
organic agriculture and connection to their culture, their roots, to 
other aspects of their lives they are, as Karan said with pride “…
getting respect from the other villagers, from their parents, from 
their spiritual leaders, from their political leaders. And from the 
many media agencies who also covered these stories.”  In this 
way, organic farming seeds itself out into the world. Karan and the 
Fellows of Swaraj Farmversity build a thriving network of support 
and influence throughout the agricultural sector, the local commu-
nity, and the entire region. 

Karan explained to me how Swaraj was not only giving people 
the skills to move towards a more just and ethical way of farming, 
but was also working hard to build resilience and stability into the 
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local economy. The skills that the Fellows learn feed directly back 
into the local area; teach someone about natural herbal healing 
and they can go out and find and process the herbs. Then when 
someone else is sick they do not need to travel to a doctor, but can 
talk to their neighbour and get plant remedies. It is the beginning 
of a system that builds resilience and sovereignty back into the 
locality. 

The vision of Swaraj Farmversity is far from small, and that 
means that there is still a long way to go to achieve it. But they 
are moving towards their vision of a fully organic zone. They are 
already working with municipal services, to access various gov-
ernment schemes, and there are influential spiritual leaders who 
support the project.  They also have an organic learning program 
in local schools. In this program they go into schools to create 
farming related experiments, such as growing food or composting. 
This way they provide school students with both food and skills, 
and this program reaches a different group of students, as well 
as girls and young women. Karan told me that it was harder to 
access young women and girls due to cultural pressures but that 
they have plans to evolve the curriculum to make it more mobile. 
In this way they can take the lessons to the farms and villages and 
thus teach more young women and girls who otherwise might not 
have access to the programs of Swaraj Farmversity. 

Swaraj Farmversity is not only working on a local, bioregional 
basis but was the seed project from which the Farmversities Alli-
ance sprouted; a network that connects educational farm projects 
around primarily India, but also the globe. Projects that speak to 
the interconnectedness of the world, that aim to re-enfranchise 
people with traditional knowledge, and practise sustainable forms 
of organic agriculture, all while also giving back to the land. 
Swaraj Farmversity is a project that is working hard to reimagine 
both education and farming. They have seen a need in their local-
ity and are responding to it in ways that are creative and gener-
ative, and that genuinely empower people to heal the wounds of 
disconnection and devaluation. By instilling value, and by remem-
bering knowledge systems, they are bringing empowerment back 
to the region. 
 

SCOPE Zimbabwe
	 Imagine if schools were places where children were not 
only educated in maths and grammar, but also educated by the 
land and from the connected processes of farming. Imagine if this 
form of resilience education was coupled with a practical response 
to a future of climate insecurity and increasing food scarcity. I 
spoke with Linda Kabaira who is working to achieve just that. She 
is doing work with SCOPE Zimbabwe, which is a part of the Zim-
babwe Institute of Permaculture that is aimed specifically at pro-
viding young people, schools, and women and youth with practi-
cal environmental education. They have a multitude of different 
programs and approaches that are attempting to move education 
and the school curriculum away from a colonized  mindset and 
towards a more holistic, and permaculture-informed way of view-
ing the world through farming specifically. They are operating in 
a historic and ongoing context of colonized and racially dictated 
land “distribution”; where indigenous lands were taken by white 
settler farmers who were then supported by sympathetic govern-
ments. This makes the work that Linda is offering to schools and 
indigenous communities through the land and practices of per-
maculture and farming radical: To give children and local com-
munities stable access to good food, at the same time encouraging 
students to learn skills to face the challenges of a world caught in 
the throes of climate change.

One of the projects that Linda is involved with is the Ecovil-
lage @Chitubu which is an educational hub that was founded 
by SCOPE in 2018. It is a practical site where both students and 
teachers come to be trained in permaculture, and capacity and re-
silience building. Ecovillage @Chitubu was designed on the per-
maculture principles of Earth Care, People Care, and Fair Share, 
and for Linda these principles remind people that “when we care 
for the earth, when we have a relationship to the earth, the mother 
earth can nourish [us].”

Ecovillage @Chitubu is completely off grid using solar and biogas 
for energy, composting  waste, and, crucially, growing food so 
that all basic needs are met and the systems that support that are 
closed loops that encourage nature and humans to flourish. When 
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the Ecovillage @Chitubu was founded, it was barren and dry and 
now, 7 years down the line, they have reforested it and it is alive 
with bees and birds. Life at Ecovillage @Chitubu works to honour 
the land, as Linda told me when describing the ecovillage; “all the 
different principles […] are grounded in the African spirit.”  This 
attitude towards the land as sacred and the inclusion of biodiver-
sity is an important element in the land’s educational offering as it 
gives learners the experience of being in the world and listening to 
the sounds of life outside of themselves. Linda said that immers-
ing learners in the land posed the questions “What does it mean to 
stop? What does it mean to listen to the different sounds that exist 
apart from my own breathing and my own existence?” Part of the 
educational ethos inherent in the work Linda does is to pause and 
ask questions like these.

The work that Linda does with SCOPE and Ecovillage @Chitubu 
offers educational training opportunities for young people and 
educators. A large part of the work that is done there is educat-
ing the educators in practical permaculture skills so that teachers 
become the learners and are then able to take their knowledge, 
skills, and enquiries back to the classrooms and act as both teach-
ers and role models for the students. This process builds resilience 
into the school-as-farm systems as the need for external input is 
diminished and the value of farming is restored. Aside from the 
education of educators, the main emphasis is on educating young 
people. There are courses that run for several days, and peer cir-
cles that they can attend to grow the capacity for being resilient in 
a future made uncertain by climate change.

While students, often groups of young people already involved 
with SCOPE and the work of promoting agroecology and food 
resilience, are at Ecovillage @Chitubu they are immersed in 
being in the land, wild camping, and listening to the birds and 
the sounds of life around them. It is designed as an experience to 
learn how to be self-sufficient and in off grid living, but also how 
as individuals and communities it is possible to honour the land, 
and grow and produce everything that is needed. The experiences 
at Ecovillage @Chitubu aim to show young people how to take 
leadership and the self responsibility to live in ways that are cli-
mate resilient and food secure. Linda told me that one of the ways 

they try to incorporate different forms of sustainability is through 
attempting to create resilient economies through gift-economy and 
bartering. She told me that they often “allow some people to come 
and attend our Permaculture Design Course’s, and then in return 
they also support us with their different talents and giftings. They 
have something, so they might not be able to support us in the way 
that we want, but they also have another value. They have [that] 
which we often do not have.”

Alongside the Ecovillage @Chitubu, their educational example 
for off-grid permaculture living, SCOPE runs many programs that 
are aimed at practical environmental education. Linda spoke at 
length about the work that SCOPE is doing to build that resilience 
into schools. They are educating people, especially young people, 
about the importance of sustainable agricultural practices, food 
sovereignty, and indigenous knowledge systems. They are acting 
towards giving children, and local communities, stable access to 
good food. To that end they are aiming to assist the schools they 
work with to become “living labs”, so that while students learn 
about the systems of the world that support life (the water cycle, 
how soil is built, etc) the schools themselves provide that practical 
education and also provide food security to the children. 

They do this by turning schools into productive agricultural zones 
where food is grown, through composting the waste and building 
fertility back into the soil, and through managing water. All of 
these principles of learning while at the same time creating securi-
ty are evident in examples such as the seed sharing programs that 
have been started in schools. Whereby schools themselves become 
seed hubs for local, indigenous seeds that are collected, saved, and 
shared. The local communities are deeply involved in these seed 
saving initiatives, and sometimes seeds are exchanged for courses 
or other educational opportunities. Aside from the seed saving, 
the entire school becomes a thriving area of food production and 
learning. 

As Linda said when speaking about the work SCOPE does, her 
voice filled with conviction and care, “it is just to ensure that 
young people are able to navigate the 21st century challenges, 
which are connected to climate change issues, food insecurity, nu-
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trition issues, so that at least they are future and climate ready.”
Through processes that involve the whole community SCOPE 
uses a heritage-based curriculum framework and a process of 
Integrated Land Use Design to redesign the schools into holis-
tic educational growing spaces, and living ecosystems. This is a 
process of several phases: In the first phase of implementation the 
whole wider community of those involved in the school, parents, 
school committees, teachers etc, are invited to gather so that they 
can dream and imagine what the learning institutions can become. 

They begin by discussing and mapping both how the landscape 
and the school used to be in the past, and from there they move 
into imagining what the school could be, what is needed, how 
they want to use the land. Linda told me how, as the community 
gathers and discusses, they realise what has been lost; the elders 
remember when rivers flowed through the area, they remember 
trees, and a type of farming that flourished. A space is created 
where the community can come together and collectively grieve 
for what was lost, even as they dream for what they want their 
children’s landscapes and lives to look like. In this way the com-
munity around students becomes part of their learning, and from 
that place of dreaming and planning, intergenerational and inter-
social bonds are formed which go on to strengthen the locality to 
create resilient systems. 

In the act of doing this and including those involved in making 
decisions for the school, those who are traditionally considered 
the educators become learners in their own right. The school 
transforms from being an island where children come to be taught, 
to somewhere the whole community comes to learn, and creates 
what is actually possible in terms of ecosystem restoration, envi-
ronmental management, and food production. Together learners, 
educators, and the wider community are going through a capacity 
building exercise. 

Linda told me that the main challenge that she and SCOPE face 
is one of mindset. SCOPE is rising to the significant challenge of 
reimagining what education in Zimbabwe could look like when 
it moves away from a colonized curriculum towards something 
that addresses the specific needs of learners, communities, and 

the land. They were working with a nationwide program to try 
to bring indigenous ways of knowing and a practical permacul-
ture understanding of the world into Zimbabwe’s 11,000 schools. 
They have currently worked with 200, and Linda told me that the 
results of the schools they have worked with were astounding. It 
is possible to see the schools are flourishing without even going 
in, and that attendance and pass rates have increased. As she said 
“in terms of successes, each of the schools that we’ve worked with 
have really, really been transformed. When you get to the school, 
you won’t even ask, you will see it just by the entrance. You see 
that, okay, something good is happening here, and this is trans-
lated to learners coming to school every day, the school retention 
is good.” They have been able to access governmental support 
because of the education sector strategic plan, which is a plan that 
is meant to ensure that all the learners have skills that are applica-
ble and useful in their current lives and once they leave school as 
the world becomes more and more climate insecure. 

The success of the schools that SCOPE has worked with is evident 
but Linda said that working with the policy makers and school 
management has posed a large challenge as they are operating 
with a colonialized and industrialised understanding of education. 
“They went through this colonized education, this curriculum, the 
system that doesn’t recognize these as critical issues. They think 
getting straight A’s in class is all that is needed, and yet the cur-
rent framework requires more than just that. It requires responsi-
ble citizens, citizens who understand things in an intricate, holistic 
way, not in an isolated mentality where everything is separated.” 
But by bringing connection with the earth back into the forefront 
of education Linda is building food security and climate resilience 
into communities through education. 

By educating young children as well as educators, Linda and 
SCOPE are helping indigenous people become re-enfranchised, 
and re-learn vital skills both practically and culturally. Students 
are beginning to own the whole process of organic farming, and 
knowledge acquisition, to understand where they were disenfran-
chised and to begin to own their indigenous knowledge again. 
They are relearning what is happening to the land, and how to 
learn from the land. Together they are moving away from the 
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extractive mindset of industrialised consumerism, and towards 
understanding what mother earth needs.

Free Home University with Casa Delle 
Agriculture
	 When art is practiced as a collaboration with farming, 
with the locality and with the messy processes of sustaining 
ourselves in this complex world, it becomes something more than 
art. It becomes something closer to embodiment. This is what 
Alessandra Pomarico is doing with the Free Home University, an 
emergent collective of artists who first gathered in Puglia, Italy, 
thirteen years ago to learn and to be together. Alessandra told me 
that when they began, one of the main pedagogical tools that they 
decided to employ was living together. As she said when explain-
ing why they had made that choice, “the idea was not to separate 
life, everyday life of ourselves and the communities we belong 
to, from study and research, and artistic practice.” This means 
that everything became a part of those practices. They drew on 
lineages of emancipatory pedagogies so that their explorations 
were actively working towards healing the wounds of coloniality 
and oppression. The lineages that informed their work are vital 
because, to quote Alessandra, “if we don’t interrupt this cycle, 
if we don’t unlearn all the systems of oppression that are repro-
duced through knowledge, we can never try to produce different 
paradigms that are not the current ones.” So, with these ideas 
informing their inquiry, they began inviting groups from the local 
territory in the Salento Area of Apulia, others from around Italy 
and some international people, so that they could have both a hy-
per-local, and more global perspective in their explorations.

Once they began to think about what it means to live together, the 
subjects of food and agriculture necessarily became very present 
in their investigations. The artist fellows of Free Home University 
dedicated themselves to finding sustainable and regenerative ways 
of feeding themselves, ways that also supported the land and the 
people working the land. The historical and ongoing exploita-
tion of the land, through monoculture and chemical usage, and 
of the people working  it (peasants and undocumented migrants 
as seasonal workers) gave rise to questions of how to do things 

differently and how to support a return to traditional forms of ag-
riculture in an area where the land is often abandoned or subjected 
to new forms of exploitation. They began to look for farmers who 
were practicing different forms of agriculture in the area, visit-
ing them and learning from and with them, in what became their 
pedagogy of encounter, their practice of listening, an emergent 
exercise in studying and solidarity.  One project stood out to them. 
Alessandra told me it was like “falling in love”. It was a group of 
young people who had returned to the region after leaving to study 
in the cities, and they wanted to practice forms of natural and 
organic agriculture, promote a more just way to produce food, re-
connect with the land and the knowledge of the older generations, 
and renew a relationship with the soil and with their community. 
Their name is Casa Delle Agriculture, and they were also just be-
ginning when the encounter with Free Home University happened. 
It was as if the two projects grew up from the ground together, 
mutually learning from the different approaches, perspectives and 
forms of knowledge.

The radical transformative element of the project was present right 
from the beginning because Casa Delle Agriculture didn’t have 
any land when they started, just the commitment to try to do farm-
ing in a different way. Rather than do what many projects would 
have – wait to earn enough money to buy some land, or even just 
give up – they asked family, friends, and neighbours for land to 
practice the type of farming they were committed to. In the act of 
doing this they built bridges and involved the whole local commu-
nity in their project by gathering in the village square and holding 
assemblies where they talked about their ideas, how they wanted 
to regenerate the land and reimagine farming practices to include 
the connection between land, food, and health. They appealed to 
the grandparents, those who had practiced a simpler, more con-
nected version of farming, before chemicals got subsidised and 
seeds patented, and they ended up with over thirteen hectares of 
land gifted to them. 

Since then, Casa Delle Agriculture has experimented with grow-
ing ancient local varieties of wheat and grains. They are now ex-
ploring evolutionary agriculture where they experiment with seeds 
from different places, based on how climate change is transform-
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ing the seasons and the cycles of cultivation; for example, they 
noticed that seeds from Syria are doing particularly well. After ten 
years, and many initiatives to engage and educate their communi-
ties, other farmers, and the growing circle of supporters, they even 
managed to create a ‘communal’ mill, where everyone growing 
organic grains can mill them, which closes the loop of  cultivation 
and milling, and the production and small scale distribution of 
flours and bakery products. After many years of voluntary work 
and activism, they were finally able to create a cooperative and are 
now able to sustain themselves with their work in grain produc-
tion and milling.

Feeling the a very relational and cultural component to their 
work that Casa Delle Agriculture embodies to the extent that it is 
almost performance based (for example, they would sing while 
sawing, and would organize concerts and poetry reading in their 
fields), Free Home University moved to their village, Castiglione 
d’Otranto,  to organize a session together, where questions of food 
justice, commoning, life affirmative practices, non-anthropocen-
tric ways of living, and alternatives to capitalistic relationships 
were explored, in practical and embodied ways. The melding of 
artistic perspectives concerned with social and land struggles, and 
farming in sustainable ways, became the landscape in which in 
practical ways a group of artists and a group of farmers started to 
envision and dream a different world together, which ultimately 
built solid connections and strengthened the local economy. An 
informal restaurant was opened where food produced on the farm 
could be enjoyed alongside art, poetry, and performance events. 
Free Home University also invited the Construct Lab collective 
to help design and build the first farmers market in the area, using 
upcycled materials, for the produce grown by Casa Delle Agri-
culture and other organic farmers who had started to grow as a 
network of aligned  initiatives. A group of clients and land owners 
began to participate in this network, in what resembled an early 
stage of the Community Supported Agriculture model.  Alessan-
dra told me that every moment of productivity was coupled with 
celebration, cooking together, sharing stories, and singing. “I 
became clear that inviting people from different places to share 
their perspective and their knowledge, and mixing different lan-
guages and practices was producing fantastic results, both for 

the artists whose practice expanded to embrace ecology, and for 
the farmers who acquired more tools to create a narrative around 
their important work and vision.” In these simple yet joyful ways, 
the practices of farming, usually diminished, gained more traction 
within the local community and were legitimized as fundamental 
to both material and immaterial cultural work as well. This type 
of work combines art, activism and community building through  
slow, processual collective actions.

In areas where intensive monocultures have bred diseases for land 
and the plants, Free Home University and the farmers from Casa 
Delle Agriculture set to work inviting artists and permaculture 
practitioners, biodynamic farmers, spiritual leaders, and even 
doctors to contribute to a more complex analysis of the issue, to 
investigate the harmful practices and develop alternative methods 
of being in service to life, and to cultivate a more interconnected 
relationship with nature. By including voices that are not imme-
diately associated with agriculture, as well as those specialised in 
the subject, new ways of learning are continuously formed, and 
many exciting and healing projects sprung from such rich ground 
for all those involved in this pedagogical-artistic rural experiment.

Though situated in a European setting, Free Home University 
works hard to bring global perspectives into the conversation. For 
example, they visited the Zapatista movement in Mexico. The vis-
it became the inspiration for a series of films by the artistic collec-
tive Chto Delat, one of which was filmed with  group of migrants, 
young artists, and some of the activists of Casa delle Agriculture, 
to analyze the Zapatista demands (education, housing, food, land 
democracy, peace etc) within their specific contexts. For the Free 
Home University it is important to work with the reality of the 
world, to this end, they have actively involved the migrants and 
refugees that are in the area, learning from them and including 
them in their projects. Alessandra was very clear that Free Home 
University wants to break down the extractivist mentality of the 
traditional art world and for her that means “always coming back 
and listening, showing up and responding whenever they [the peo-
ple they have been learning from and with] needed, whenever they 
had new ideas that needed support, or some material help to build 
a new shelter for the animals or a dry toilet, or make sign for the 
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yearly festival where the community opens up to many people in 4 
days of incredible activation.” Through a hands-on approach, and 
the principle of popular education, and artistic sensitivities Free 
Home University holds space and tries to connect different people, 
using their cultural approach to accompany collective and com-
munity-led initiatives around social and ecological struggles. 

They do this very  generously and often that this becomes a part 
of  their pedagogical approach. It is an approach where theories 
and praxis are entangled, where there are no students or teachers, 
but everyone learns from each other in a horizontal process, where 
decisions are made  through assemblies and community circles. 
Both the Free Home University and the Casa Delle Agriculture 
have been working very hard on changing systems of production, 
including knowledge production, and on reimagining how rela-
tionships with farming can look, how to defend the  rural areas 
from gentrification and tourism, how to reinforce people’s capaci-
ty to prevent and tame fires, how to share and reproduce seeds, but 
also build different narratives and imaginal spheres. Alessandra 
told me that - having more than 10 years of perspective - she feels 
that they were succeeding in transforming habits and dynamics, 
and in generating what is now a network of people actively in-
volved in regenerative social and agro-ecological practices. One 
point of merit could be found in the strong diversity in the groups 
they have invited to work and study together: from farmers, to 
artists and academics, to migrants and refugees. It was clear from 
the way that she spoke that all kinds of people were needed, the 
ones doing practical farming, and the ones working in the imagi-
nal sphere, which, in more formal contexts, are often separated.  

This is one of the critiques these projects try to tackle and reverse: 
Separation. The separation of disciplines, classes, genders, peo-
ple, and places. Through an intersectional lens, and an intergen-
erational and intercultural approach, solutions to problems and 
improvement in the  community happen naturally and convivially. 
“I think to produce change in the communities, you really need 
to find a different switch, a different language, and you need to 
create occasions also for celebration and for community together-
ness, it is what also Illich called convivial tools, in opposition to 
the industrial tools of our society.” This whole process is highly 

conversational and relational. There isn’t one right way to follow, 
but rather many conversations to be had, much joy to be shared, 
and many new things to be tried. Each time Casa Delle agriculture 
came forward with some problem or dream, the learners of Free 
Home University would come together to listen and then propose 
some collective process to intervene. They would form study 
groups and teams, they would live together, laughing, cooking, 
dancing, eating, and together would cocreate and dream and find 
answers to some of the questions raised. 

Alessandra’s eyes lit up as she told me about an email she had just 
received from a former student. Vivienne had spontaneously got in 
touch after nine years to tell Alessandra about a gardening project 
she had started back home in Vancouver with Derya, another par-
ticipant originally from Turkey, but who met Vivienne in Lecce. 
Alessandra seemed touched that, like seeds, the ideas that were 
shared and practiced in the Free Home University were spread-
ing and multiplying, creating other collective spaces and many 
entanglements. The work is creating positive ripple effects both 
in their local area, where it is vital and creates stronger local ties 
and economies -  and also on a larger , wider level, as an engaged 
community is forming. “What we are doing here, little by little, 
is producing a sort of local economy. But, to me what is really 
impressive is that it has produced a community that is growing 
more and more globally.” From one place to the other, real change 
is possible. 

Even with the challenges that those vastly different knowledge 
systems and ways of understanding bring, Alessandra spoke of the 
beauty and connections that were built. As the connections contin-
ue to grow and spread, more and more people are attracted to the 
area to learn, unlearn, and share their knowledge. Today, the Notte 
Verde Festival, organized by Casa delle Agriculture and supported 
by many volunteers from many places, is an agricultural festi-
val that aims to celebrate rural living and organic agriculture. It  
attracts 20,000 people, who come to learn and share their knowl-
edge and to strengthen the ever emerging web of connections. 
Through this festival and their ongoing explorations Free Home 
University continues to support these efforts of spreading a culture 
of life-affirming practices, solidarity, and autonomy. 



71 72

Conclusion
	 Speaking to these people has been a humbling experience 
of acknowledging the depth of the problem, and the courage and 
resilience of those who are willing to look at farming and educa-
tion in new ways. Each of these projects, in their own way, have 
raised questions for me about the effort required to step outside of 
what we have been told is important, to leave colonized, grade-
based learning behind and look to community and indigenous land 
based wisdom. These projects begin to illustrate ways of relearn-
ing ways how to rest, to be open to other sources of knowledge 
than that which we can read in books or hear in classrooms, to feel 
what the world is whispering though birdsong and bees, through 
the muttering voices of rivers, or the silent swelling song of 
sprouting seeds. These lessons in being open to more wisdoms, to 
more complexity, to slowness, to failure, to bounty, and to joy are 
lessons that are also constant explorations into how we can con-
nect our humanness with the rest of the connected world. Whether 
through song and poem, art and story, through constant returning 
to the land, to getting hands dirty, or the act of inspiring young 
people there is no one right way to reconnect education, farming, 
and life, but many paths.

These times are urgent and frightening, and waking up into new 
relationships with the world is not easy to do. It can be painful 
to ask the necessary questions: How to unlearn the industrialised 
ways of thinking about farming? How to reinstill those who work 
the land, and the land itself with value? How to learn to be good 
soil for all life, and in doing so, learn to be good farmers? These 
projects show that it is necessary to move towards these ways of 
understanding with resilience and perseverance. The complex 
beauty of the world is being swallowed by the hubris of a culture 
that consumes and consumes and does not realise how intercon-
nected everything is, nor how valuable. But there are people and 
projects standing side by side and facing the challenges of this 
polycrisis together, with their hands in the soil, and voices raised 
in song. 

I know where I would rather stand, though I do not always know 
how to get there. How do I  give value back to the land and the 

land workers? I will begin by meeting the people who grow my 
food and get my hands dirty with them, and when I see a chicken 
in the supermarket, I will bow my head for the life that was given. 

Avena Rawnsley is a 
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rather than trying to find an answer. 
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Mensversities
By Mohini Govender

	 A wound runs through our bloodlines, bleeding across 
generations. The patriarchy and toxic masculinity have inscribed 
its violence into the DNA of how we breathe, how we love, and 
perhaps most painfully, how we fail to love.

Toxic masculinity functions as a system of extraction rooted in pa-
triarchal logic. It strips people of their emotional range and capac-
ity for vulnerability, rendering them incapable of the tender work 
that sustains life. This severing from our full humanity enables the 
very systems, for example the patriarchy, that cause the current 
unraveling of our world that we’re experiencing.

Understanding this wound requires examining its roots across 
generations: how it was planted, how it grew, and how it contin-
ues to shape the men and women in its shadow. My family’s story 
mirrors countless others where systemic oppression weaponised 
masculinity itself, creating cascading trauma that we are still 
learning to name.

Across three generations, I’ve witnessed masculinity expressed 
only through domination or disappearance (or sometimes bewil-
deringly both) with no room for the tender work of being present 
and of showing up soft and accountable. I picture my great-grand-
mother’s hands, weathered and deliberate, calculating how to 
stretch what she had, navigating exclusionary systems after her 
first husband’s death. Under South Africa’s apartheid regime 
(1948-1994), Brown and Black women existed at a brutal inter-
section where they were denied the most fundamental forms of 
autonomy. Stripped of land rights, economic freedom, and basic 
recognition of their humanity, they were rendered legal minors 
even as they literally mothered entire communities and nations. 
They held families together while being systematically erased 
from personhood.

The systemic emasculation of Black and Brown men also created 
a particular kind of masculine wound, one that often manifested 
as attempts to reclaim power through dominance within the home. 
This wound was deepened and legitimised through apartheid’s 
education system, which functioned as a deliberate tool of psycho-
logical warfare. Bantu Education, designed to produce a compli-
ant workforce, stripped children of their languages, histories, and 
cultural knowledge systems that had once held space for diverse 
expressions of masculinity and femininity. Schools became sites 
where the patriarchal wound was systematically carved deeper, 
generation by generation.

South Africa carries this inheritance of apartheid’s systemic pa-
triarchy, which oppressed women directly and also weaponised 
masculinity as a tool of oppression. This left generations of men 
and women fractured in their understanding of themselves and 
each other. Through stories I have inherited from family, I sense 
the fracture deepening in my great-grandmother’s second, abuse-
filled marriage and her adaptation into fierce independence out 
of necessity. Where I once admired this self-reliance, I now feel 
profound grief. I see it as the moment when the interdependent, 
relational ways of being that make us fully human were severed 
from my lineage.

Shifting a generation below, my grandmother raised her children 
largely on her own as well, carrying the weight of existing during 
a time of deep separation and also the weight of a husband who 
was emotionally absent. Despite this she was masterful at manag-
ing resources and raising children, all whilst holding immense in-
ner-conflict that belonged to the systems that denied men the tools 
for emotional care, maturity and existing in relational reciprocal 
partnership. It also feels important to mention that the psychologi-
cal toll of patriarchy, extending beyond immediate family dynam-
ics, also fractures women’s relationships with each other, breeding 
cycles of judgment and competition where there could be solidari-
ty. In my lineage, as in many others, I witnessed how the pressure 
to survive within patriarchal structures sometimes turned women 
against other women, which served to further isolate and exhaust.

By the time this inheritance reached my mother’s generation, the 
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patterns of domination and disappearance had become so normal-
ised that recognising them as wounds, rather than simply “the 
way things are”, required conscious effort.  It was in witnessing 
her struggle that I began to understand how personal wounds and 
systemic oppression intertwine.

My mother inherited this legacy in an albeit different but familiar 
way. When my father could not meet her in presence and emo-
tional reciprocity, because his sense of masculinity tied to patri-
archal structures equated vulnerability and accountability with 
weakness, she assumed the sole parent in our home. Through this 
I’ve observed how women who are forced to become everything 
to everyone whilst their own needs disappear into the margins of 
their own lives is an inheritance of the patriarchy. My mother’s 
strength became her superpower but also her prison, a necessary 
adaptation to a broken system that demanded she be more than 
human whilst offering herself less than she deserved. This fracture 
lives closest to my skin and lives through my witnessing of the 
ways in which this sacrifice has shaped the person my mother has 
and has not become.            

These men in my family,  complexly precious and sacred beings 
too, were transmuted by structures that turned their pain and their 
trauma into an oppressive power they wielded unconsciously 
against others.

The patriarchy that appeared to privilege them also imprisoned 
them in narrow definitions of masculinity and humanness, leaving 
many unable to access the full spectrum of their humanity. 

I honour the sacredness of descending from a legacy of women 
whose strength questions the capacity for the English language to 
encompass it. Women who, despite living through deep injustice, 
danced through life with the kind of strength I can only equate to 
root systems resiliently bulging through concrete sidewalks. I am 
grateful that through them my relationship to masculinity, and the 
masculinity that resides within, was forged in communion not in 
opposition to femininity.

Yet honouring this strength requires my acknowledging its cost 

and recognising that the same disconnection from emotional 
wholeness that wounded the men in my family is reflected in our 
collective inability to respond to the socio-environmental crises 
we are witnessing with the tenderness and vulnerability they 
require.

What I’m attempting to articulate is that the wound of masculini-
ty runs deeper than individual men. It is everything, everywhere, 
felt all at once. It manifests as ecological collapse, war,  geno-
cide, the commodification and exploitation of life itself. For too 
many years, old systems have initiated bodies of all genders into 
systems of extraction, teaching us to armour our hearts against 
the very sensitivity that could heal the world, numbing us to the 
devastation that these systems cause. The patriarchal machine 
transmutes any body willing to embody its logic of dominance 
and disconnection. It conscripts us all into its service, and my 
body mourns this loss of liberation when I contemplate our col-
lective inability to feel fully, grieve completely, and love without 
reservation.

Perhaps the dissonance I feel when observing our systemic hes-
itance between witnessing and action (the same hesitance that 
enables crisis upon crisis to unfold ) is rooted in this humanness 
lost through the patriarchy (or more aptly put by bell hooks, 
the white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy). The consciousness 
severed from its own wounds cannot weep for burning forests, 
genocides, or children born into war. The masculinity that equates 
vulnerability with weakness creates peoples who would rather 
destroy than admit they are afraid.

The world is bleeding from this same wound and thus the world’s 
healing waits on the masculine to be willing to break open, to let 
its wounds become wombs for a new way of being human.

“What if this darkness is not the darkness of the tomb? But 
the darkness of the womb?” - Valerie Kaur

Around the world, individuals and communities are actively 
engaging in the work of healing the masculine wound. They are 
creating spaces for men to reconnect with their full humanity, de-
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veloping approaches and building practices that serve both mascu-
line and feminine energies. The following conversations elucidate 
some of these pathways. 

When the Duct Tape Wears Out: Sa-
cred Fire and Tender Hearts - A Con-
versation with Pat McCabe
	 The evening I spoke with Pat, she was in Northern New 
Mexico, grey hair catching light, about to head into five hours of 
Zoom calls. Pat, who carries the Diné (Navajo) name Wicanhpi 
Najin Win (Woman Stands Shining), moved slowly and I ponder 
how slowing down could be the first rebellion against systems 
built to consume us.

Pat has been weaving together indigenous wisdom, ancient and 
new understandings of the masculine and feminine, and earth-
based healing practices. As a ceremonial leader, international 
speaker, artist, mother, and of course so much more, she works 
at the intersection of  the reconciliation between the masculine 
and feminine, Men’s Nation and Women’s Nation and remember-
ing, recreating or creating a narrative for the Sacred Masculine. 
(https://www.patmccabe.net/)

She began honestly. “I really have had to do a lot of trauma heal-
ing work,” she told me. “I think when you get to have grey hairs, 
you’re supposed to have figured it all out and healed it all up, and 
now you’re ready to just administer medicine all the time. But I’m 
really looking at that narrative.”

This felt truly abruptly medicinal: an elder saying: I’m still learn-
ing how to be human. Still discovering what a regulated nervous 
system feels like. 

“All the ways that I’ve sort of duct taped myself together and kept 
going with the trauma, the duct tape’s worn out,” she says, and I 
think about how many of us are walking around held together by 
duct tape, pretending we’re fine.

The System That Breaks Boys

	 Pat raised four boys. Got them through adolescence, which 
she calls her “badge of honor.” With her youngest, she finally 
started seeing what the world does to tender hearts. 

She remembers the moment everything shifted. Dropping him 
at school, walking into the playground. Children lined up, hands 
behind backs, heads down, filing in like prisoners. A woman with 
a bullhorn screaming at them to line up.

“Why do they have their hands behind their back?” Pat asked.

“So they’re not touching each other.”

Pat looked at her son, this tender boy who’d been trying to tell her 
that school wasn’t for him, and she finally understood. “I honestly 
had no idea that that’s what I was sending my son into every day 
of his life.”

This is how it happens. How we break the sacred masculine before 
it has a chance to grow. We take boys who arrive knowing some-
thing about beauty and tenderness and relationship, and we teach 
them suppression. Hands behind your back. Head down. Don’t 
touch. Don’t feel. Don’t be.

The Power-Over Spell

	 Pat calls it the “power over paradigm”: this system where 
you must have power over another to get what you need. Where 
everyone’s scrambling to get a little higher up the ladder because 
that’s where safety supposedly lives. Where the fruits of every-
one’s labour flow to the top and somehow we call this natural.

“It’s inherently violent. It’s inherently competitive. It actually 
repels cooperation and collaboration because it’s based on scarci-
ty,” she explains.

Pat was called to do ceremonies in 2015 specifically to address 
what took place during the European witch hunts. Through this 
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work, she came to understand how both masculine and feminine 
sacred roles were violated during that period.

In ceremony, Pat received guidance: “You think you know what 
masculine is, but you don’t. And you think you know what feminine 
is, but you don’t. All you know is how they behave in a power over 
paradigm. But if you were to place them in a different paradigm, 
they would behave in a completely different way.”

This struck me. What we call toxic masculinity is what any hu-
man becomes when forced to survive in systems that demand we 
ignore our bodies and wound ourselves for productivity.

The men we see as perpetrators? The boys we’ve lost to violence? 
They’re casualties of a system that asked them to abandon their 
nervous systems, their spirits,  and their connection to earth. What 
else could emerge from that abandonment but destruction?

Sacred Fire Tending

	 Instead of asking men to suppress their eros, their life 
force, their energy, instead of treating it like something dangerous 
that needs to be contained, what if we understood it as sacred fire?

This emerges from Pat’s work within indigenous sciences, where 
masculine energy is understood as a sacred force meant to protect, 
provide, and honour life.  She facilitates men’s groups and works 
specifically with healing masculine trauma and helping men re-
connect with sacred masculine roles. 

“Their eros is very clearly a deep part of what it is to be mas-
culine,” she says simply. “It’s a sacred fire, and it’s a fire that 
ensures that life will continue.”

She’s worked with men so shamed by their own aliveness that 
they don’t want to leave the house. Men who tell her: “What if 
I exhibit any kind of eros? I’m gonna be humiliated and shamed 
and seen as violent.”

“As long as we keep telling men, your eros is evil and terrifying 

and we reject it wholesale as human community, I don’t know how 
far we can get,” Pat says.

Instead, she talks about fire tending. Learning to work with this 
energy consciously. Asking: Where do we place it? For what pur-
poses? What kind of containment does it need, if any?

When she shares this with men, they breathe the deepest sighs of 
relief. Finally, someone saying: There might actually be a place 
for you in this world. Your aliveness isn’t the problem. The sys-
tems that don’t know how to hold it, that’s the problem.

Architects of Sacred Dreaming

	 Pat’s vision of sacred masculinity seeks to remember roles 
that serve life. She calls men “the architects of the sacred dream-
ing”: beings who can help manifest the visions that come through 
ceremony, through deep listening, and through connection with 
earth. She works to restore these life-serving masculine arche-
types. These archetypes emerge from indigenous understandings 
of masculine roles that have been systematically dismantled by 
colonisation and the power-over paradigm, positioning healing as 
something that happens when men can access these life-serving 
expressions of their energy rather than the life-destroying patterns 
that the power-over paradigm demands.

Through her teaching, which includes previously held workshops 
like “Ancient Rhythms: Dreaming Into Death & Renewal” and 
“Paradigm as Choice in the Great Turning,” Pat guides people 
in remembering the masculine as protective, embodied through 
guardians of children and elders and stewards of the land through 
poetry, storytelling, and depth-filled dialogue. The dreaming into 
death solstice offering specifically created a contemplative space 
to honor life’s cyclical nature, drawing from Indigenous wisdom 
and archetypal psychology (Science and Nonduality, 2024).

Pat’s work is fundamentally about de-vilifying the masculine 
through the lens of indigenous cosmology, where masculine and 
feminine energies are understood as sacred partners in creation. 
Drawing from Diné teachings and broader indigenous sciences, 
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she offers a reframe of what we’ve been conditioned to see as in-
herently dangerous or toxic through her written works, talks, and 
workshops.

“In indigenous understanding,” Pat explains that Men’s Nation 
and Women’s Nation are designed to work together. Each has their 
sacred role and their sacred medicine. “The masculine isn’t the 
problem, the disconnection from sacred role is the problem.”

This cosmological framework positions the masculine and fem-
inine as complementary forces on the sacred hoop of life, where 
every member has a seat and a responsibility to uphold their part 
for the whole to flourish. It’s a vision that completely dismantles 
the modernist binary that pits these energies against each other.

 
Coming Home to the Body

	 Pat talks about learning what a regulated nervous sys-
tem feels like, something most of us never learnt because “most 
human systems are not designed for health for a healthy human 
nervous system.”

She’s had to cancel speaking tours, step back from obligations, 
and come home to this body. “I’m just not gonna ask her to work 
eighty hours a week,” she says, gesturing to a precious photo of 
herself as a child.

This is the work now. Coming home. Slowing down. Understand-
ing that our pace, the way information comes at us, the demands 
we think are normal, none of it is designed for human thriving.

All the systems we encounter as children;  school, government, 
medicine, and economics, teach us that reality is fixed, happening 
to us, outside our influence. But what if we’re co-creators? What 
if our heart’s desire, our joy, is actually “the most powerful aspect 
of how you influence and co-create reality”?

I feel this invitation underneath everything: to stop suppressing 
the sacred fire and to quit trying to manage our way through sys-
tems that were never designed for our liberation.

Tender Revolutionary

	 Sitting with Pat’s words, I think about all the boys who 
need to hear this. All the men who carry shame about their alive-
ness. All the people who’ve been told their sensitivity is weakness, 
their eros is dangerous, and their dreams too big for this world.

Pat now carries an image of her ancestor. A man who she says 
“knew how to hold on to that” sacred masculine energy. She car-
ries the memory of her boys’ tender hearts. She carries questions 
about how to create spaces where that tenderness can grow into 
something powerful and life-serving.

Through her ongoing work, the ceremonies, the teaching, the 
writing, the slowing down, Pat is working to restore the sacred 
masculine. Her influence extends through to the people who’ve 
participated in her workshops, the communities who’ve read her 
work, and the growing network of practitioners carrying this work 
forward.

“I don’t think we’ve really seen the enactment of the sacred mas-
culine on a large scale for a very long time,” she says. “When 
sacred masculine claims its seat, it’s gonna change everything.”
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Following this conversation Pat shared that she is an executive 
producer on a film called “The Eternal Song” that was released 
through SAND (Science and Non Duality organization). She 
described the film as “very ambitious” because it examines 11 
different indigenous communities around the world, telling what 
Pat calls “the global family issue” of how indigenous cultures 
were impacted by colonisation. According to Pat, this colonisation 
happened simultaneously across the globe “all within a certain 
time frame,” creating a shared trauma experience for indigenous 
peoples worldwide. The film documents this collective story of 
attempted genocide and its ongoing effects on indigenous commu-
nities, exploring how these parallel experiences of colonial vio-
lence created a global pattern of cultural disruption and loss that 
continues to reverberate today.

Breaking the Cycle - A Conversation 
with Arnold Okkers

	 Rooted in the heart of Stellenbosch, Cape Town, Arnold 
connected into our zoom call. 

He began by sharing “I was literally a young man when I started 
working as a volunteer in this organisation.”

Arnold’s entry into this work was very much a lived experience. 
He grew up in Stellenbosch, surrounded by nature and the strug-
gles of a household where the presence of his father’s illness and 
life-changing accident shaped daily life. Yet, he was held. Teach-
ers, uncles, and aunties who formed a web of care that caught him. 
Today, from his position as Executive Director of USIKO, Arnold 
oversees work that has transformed over 22,000 young lives.

The Four Pillars of Transformation

	 In the townships in and around Stellenbosch, adolescence 
often bursts forth turbulently. Arnold described it: “There’s an 
awakening. There’s emotional and physical changes going on in 
your life. And if you don’t have the support of your family, you go 
look for it somewhere else.”

USIKO’s approach rests on four foundational pillars, each de-
signed to address the particular vulnerabilities of young people 
navigating adolescence without adequate support systems. The 
first pillar, mentoring, serves as a primary pillar, informed by the 
statistic that 80% of their youth are being raised without fathers in 
single-parent households.

“There’s that lack of support,” Arnold noted. “Most 99% of the 
time, only with a mother or a grandmother, the fathers are ab-
sent.”

The second and third pillars, life skills and social skills, are facili-
tated through weekly sessions addressing communication and the 
myriad changes happening in the lives of their young people. 

The fourth pillar is wilderness therapy and where the rites of pas-
sage component of their work comes to life. “It’s a model where 
we work with nature,” Arnold explained. “When kids go out to 
nature, we take them out of the cities, out of the townships, where 
they can be just by themselves, and with no distractions, no cell 
phones... So just, you and yourself and nature and a few others 
that support you.”

He described it as a deliberate return to something that recognises 
nature as “non-threatening, a space where egos dissolve”

Sacred Circles

	 “Usiko Stellenbosch is an NPO based in Jamestown, 
Stellenbosch, that uses a ‘rites of passage’ approach to provide 
guidance to at-risk young people who encounter psycho-social 
challenges emanating in their communities; some are on the brink 
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of expulsion from school and others are indulging in risky behav-
iour and may find themselves in trouble with the law.” (https://
usiko.org.za/) Their methodology draws deeply from First Nations 
wisdom. “It’s about men supporting men,” Arnold emphasised. 
“And men listening... We choose people from all walks of life, 
normal people with normal families. And they can see it’s not only 
sports stars or famous pop stars. Our mentors are normal people 
from our society...people that come from the same circumstances, 
they come from the same difficulties, challenges, but they’ve made 
some substantial good choices.”

Within these circles, three questions emerge: Who are you? Why 
are you here? Where are you heading with your life?

For many of the young people USIKO serves, particularly colour-
ed males in South Africa, the first question (about identity) is 
especially unravelling.

“They really don’t know, you know, they can’t go back into lineage 
and say, this is my great grandfather, my great, great grandfather. 
If you speak to a coloured boy, you know, he gets stuck after the 
first, after the grandfather.”

This  reflects deeper wounds, the ruptures of colonialism and the 
severing of cultural roots. “Once they break through that identity 
that is where we see that it’s a real breakthrough.”

Originally designed exclusively for boys, USIKO expanded to in-
clude girls after community demand grew “stronger and stronger.” 
This evolution reflects Arnold’s understanding that the crisis of 
belonging and the hunger for meaningful rites of passage tran-
scends gender, even as the specific expressions may differ. The 
inclusion of girls in USIKO’s circles acknowledges that sacred 
masculinity cannot be cultivated in isolation from the full spec-
trum of human experience. 

The Toolbox of Resilience
	 Arnold spoke of building “a toolbox of resilience” within 
each young person, an embodied capacity to make different choic-
es when faced with familiar pressures.

“Once we come back from the wilderness or come back from the 
sessions, you will go back to that same community, that same 
household. But we have built something within you. We’ve built 
that resilience to make you stronger and to make better life choic-
es going forward.”

The young men return to the same streets, the same peer pres-
sures, and the same systemic challenges but they return changed, 
carrying circles of wisdom.
A different kind of masculinity

When asked about sacred masculinity, Arnold’s response truly 
moved me deeply. 

“Even when I started at USIKO, I wasn’t used to hugging other 
men, but you got used to it and it was that affection,” he shared. 
“It’s an embracing space.”

“It’s almost like a lifelong journey, especially for the mentoring. 
You’re like an extra player, you’re an extra father or an extra 
elder for these young people,” Arnold explained. He still meets 
regularly with his first mentee from twenty-five years ago, now 
an adult with his own family, whose children have come through 
their programs.

At least five current wilderness leaders are alumni who have come 
full circle. They completed their programs as youth, received 
support through their studies, trained internationally, and returned 
to guide the next generation through the same transformative 
process.

Arnold shares a particular story of a boy who joined at eleven, 
growing up without a father, and dreaming of adventure after 
watching travel shows featuring explorers driving four-wheel ve-
hicles across Africa. “When we got to his school and talked about 
what we do, he said this was his gateway.” Twenty-five years 
later, after coming through Usiko’s programmes, that boy is now 
a manager at USIKO, owns his own four-wheel-drive vehicle, has 
traveled the world through his tourism career, and is raising his 
son with the same connection to nature that transformed his own 
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life. “He’s always speaking about the embracing of other men and 
how men supported him to become a good man,” Arnold reflected.

Arnold spoke about the broader movement of which USIKO is 
part. He spoke of witnessing similar challenges across Africa, 
young people moving away from their cultures and traditions, 
even in very traditional communities. The pull toward Western 
ways of being seems universal, creating a need for intentional 
spaces that honour cultural roots.

His work with USIKO represents one answer to this challenge: 
creating new forms of ancient wisdom, building bridges between 
traditional knowledge and current needs, and in a full circle sense, 
demonstrating that sacred masculinity is about men learning to 
show up fully.

25 years ago Arnold stepped into his deepest calling: creating 
the very support system that had saved him, multiplying it across 
thousands of lives. USIKO functions as an interruption within 
harmful cycles and an invitation into a belonging that feels em-
bodied. The organisation intervenes in the generational transmis-
sion of trauma, creating new patterns that young people can carry 
forward.

An exploration of masculine and fem-
inine energies through the lens of ed-
ucation transformation - A conversa-
tion with Jaikanth Chinnathambi
	
In a world where we are governed by systems that often force us 
into binaries such as masculine versus feminine, logical versus 
creative, strong versus vulnerable, Jai’s work felt particularly 
life-affirming. At 32, this Tamil Nadu-born educator carries eleven 
years of learning in his body, learning that has actively shaped 
how he thinks about education, leadership, and what it means to 
embody both masculine and feminine energies authentically.

When Systems Finally Make Space

	 Jai was born into a family that founded a school the same 
year he was born. The irony is not lost on him, surrounded by 
education, yet feeling like an outsider to learning itself. “I was 
a backbencher,” he says with laughter in his voice. “I ended up 
becoming a poor student at school.”

However, during his final year of his mechanical engineering de-
gree, he encountered a project-based subject that allowed students 
to build something of their own. “I built a wind turbine windmill 
which worked without blades. I really loved building the project 
because it’s the first time the Indian system gave us an opportunity 
to create something new.”

While running from campus staff (he mentioned that this was a 
frequent occurance), Jai ducked into a seminar hall of 400 people. 
Spontaneously asked to present his wind turbine project, he ended 
up being awarded third place by ISRO scientists. The moment 
made clear his love for building, and also the failures of a system 
that had taken 20 years to let him discover it.

Dance of Energies in Men’s Circles

	 This awakening to his creative gifts and understanding of 
energy balance sparked a recognition that systems, specifically 
education systems, needed healing that required integrating the 
creative, relational capacities that systems like the patriarchy con-
sistently devalue and binarise.

Jai has been organising Men’s Circles for several years, including 
sessions at the Learning Societies Un-Conference and intimate cir-
cles in his office space with colleagues and peers. “Men have less 
understanding about what it is to be men,” he explains, describing 
the driving force behind his work. 

The circles he facilitates begin with a cleansing ceremony using 
incense.” One person will do the smoke cleansing for another - 
front and back. Then we sit in a circle with something in the mid-
dle, sometimes the same incense, representing fire as our center.”
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Jai’s work is influenced by Indian philosophy, particularly the 
relationship between Shiva and Parvati. “For Shiva as a deity or 
yogi, he gave half of himself to Parvati. He considered her as his 
other half, not ‘I am this person and you are below me.’ That’s 
where the concept of Ardhanarishvara comes from.” This ancient 
understanding of masculine and feminine energies forms the 
foundation of how these circles are held. Participants explore what 
is masculine and feminine, what men and women need in relation-
ships, and how to move beyond traditional gender role expecta-
tions and expressions.

One of the most powerful aspects to hear about these circles was 
their ability to consistently reveal and address inherited behaviors. 
He mentions a personal example from a circle, where someone 
who had seemingly been “well-adjusted” began exhibiting abu-
sive behaviors. “We realised this person needed help. Through the 
circle, he understood himself even more. It’s not just about advice 
- it’s helping them realise and understand themselves.”

Jai shares that each circle incorporates yogic breathing practices, 
specifically Nadi Shodhan (breath cleansing). “If the breathing 
intensity is higher on the right nostril, masculine energy is high. If 
the left nostril has higher intensity, feminine energy is dominant,” 
he explains. “Everyone has both energies. We practice breath 
cleansing to maintain equal flow from both nostrils.” This practice 
speaks to the truth that sacred masculinity requires balance and 
integration rather than the story of dominance and suppression 
that we’ve been told.

Jai  continues to organise men’s circles with and for his found-
ing team at Infinite Engineers, witnessing how it directly fuels 
his team’s work with schools to transform traditional education 
through hands-on pedagogies, processes and curricula, helping 
school owners develop mindset shifts. He hopes to expand this 
work, recognising the deep need for spaces where men can safely 
explore what authentic masculinity means in the modern world.

Redefining the Masculine
Jai challenges the fundamental assumptions we have been told: 
“Men should not cry. Men should always give to the family. Men 
should be aggressive. Those are unsaid norms of society.”

His approach reframes masculine leadership from commanding to 
supporting. He explicitly states: “You should be like support, like 
a holder for a tree to grow. But not like a stone.” This challenges 
the traditional leadership model of being the immovable, une-
motional decision-maker at the top of a hierarchy. Conventional 
leadership often equates emotional expression with weakness. His 
work directly counters this by encouraging men to “show emo-
tions” and “show love” as leadership qualities.

Central to his approach is observation. “I think everyone should 
give value to their own thoughts and intuitions because that’s the 
way nature teaches you.”

He emphasises that for men especially, this practice is crucial: 
“Women have monthly biological cycles that help them under-
stand patterns they’re repeating. But for men, it’s very hard to re-
alise what they are doing.” The solution involves “sitting simply 
and understanding our mind and body, observing our own actions. 
That will help us not repeat the same mistakes again and again.”

The way forward feels like it’s about learning to dance with both 
masculine and feminine energies consciously, allowing each mo-
ment to call forth what’s needed. 

The blood remembers what we have 
forgotten - A Conversation with Silva-
na Rigobon

	 On the morning that I was set to have this conversation, 
I serendipitously began my menstrual cycle. Here I was, about 
to have a conversation with Silvana Rigobon about her work 
centered around Menstruality, and my body decided to join the 
conversation. The timing felt cosmically aligned. 
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Silvana has spent the last fifteen years, simply put,  helping people 
reconnect with their menstrual cycles. Silvana stumbled into this 
work in her 40s when she met Alexandra Pope, who wrote about 
“menstruality.” For the first four decades of her life, Silvana 
lived, as she put it, “all in my mind.”  I picture this as the under-
standing of our bodies as merely the vehicles that move our minds 
from point A to B. Then, through a series of encounters with 
body-based practices, movement medicine, somatic coaching, and 
menstrual awareness, she began to understand what she calls “the 
power of the body.” 

“I was really blown away by the magic of it all and the power, the 
creativity behind it, and the sadness that I hadn’t found out about 
it before,” she told me over a zoom call while she sat in her home 
in Italy.

“The menstrual cycle is really your inner coach,” Silvana said. 
“It’s not about teaching a woman to be a woman, but support-
ing her to remember what it means to be connected to this inner 
teacher.” Remember. Not learn, remember.

The Process

	 Silvana maps the menstrual cycle onto seasons, which 
makes so much sense when I hear it. Menstruation is winter, you 
go inward, dream, and rest. Coming out of bleeding is spring, 
expansion and new energy. Ovulation is summer, full power and 
outward focus. Pre-menstrual is autumn, letting go and preparing 
for the next cycle.

“I offer a map, but the land is you,” she said. “You are the territo-
ry.”

She discovered that this four-phase pattern shows up everywhere. 
So many wisdom traditions follow the same rhythm: dream, plan, 
do, celebrate. Her process is rooted in this rhythm and combines 
the maps of Movement Medicine, Menstruality, People Permacul-
ture and Theory U.

When Silvana facilitates workshops, she creates space where 
participants embody cyclical wisdom. “I divide the room into four 
parts using a red thread,” she explained, “and I invite women to 
put themselves in the season that resonates most.” After present-
ing the theoretical framework of how the four seasons work, she 
invites participants to position themselves in the quadrant repre-
senting their current phase, whether that’s where they conscious-
ly are or simply where they feel drawn. This process typically 
validates the theoretical map, though she welcomes the moments 
when participants don’t resonate or offer different perspectives, 
“we definitely are unique,” she acknowledges. 

When men participate in these workshops, their first question is 
invariably about support: “How can I be supportive to my partner 
or a loved one in this specific season? What is the best way for me 
as a man to be supportive in this part of the map?” This depicts 
men’s readiness to engage with cyclical wisdom and their genuine 
desire to understand and honour the women in their lives, Silvana 
says.

“When I talk of the menstrual cycle, it’s not a woman, but it’s a 
human topic,” she said. Through this reframe, we’re talking about 
the foundational rhythms that shape every human life and the pat-
terns that connect us to the earth and to each other.

Men are Ready

	 Silvana shared that some of her most powerful work hap-
pened in the before-mentioned circles she held for men, spaces 
she calls “menstrual circles for men.” 

“Men are ready to find out about this and they are eager to be 
connected in a different way to women around them,” she ob-
served. “The questions I receive from men are always... [that] 
they want to understand.”

This points to something I’ve rarely, if ever, acknowledged: that 
men have been cut off from cyclical wisdom as violently as wom-
en have been shamed for it. The same systems that taught women 
to suppress their cycles taught men to fear and avoid them. 
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Silvana’s work suggests possibilities for how cyclical wisdom 
could counter capitalist patriarchy’s demand for constant pro-
ductivity. When men engage with this work, they learn to honour 
their own periods of withdrawal, reflection, and rest. Such work 
involves men learning to recognise and support the cyclical nature 
of the women in their lives, understanding when their partners, 
daughters, or colleagues might need different kinds of support 
during different phases, learning to ask different questions and 
create different kinds of space. Through engaging with cyclical 
wisdom, men could begin to question the extractive rhythms that 
have shaped their lives. They could start to see how suppression 
has disconnected them from their own bodies and from meaning-
ful relationships with others.

REDvolution Ecoversity

	 Silvana dreams of creating something called a “REDvo-
lution Ecoversity,” basically a learning community built around 
cyclical wisdom. She wishes to train “community rooted change 
makers, seekers, cycle breakers, weavers” through “cyclical, em-
bodied, and systemic learning.”

The curriculum she is developing includes menstrual awareness 
as well as”decolonial healing, regenerative leadership, ecosocial 
innovation,” all delivered through practices that honour the body 
as teacher. “The first thing to unlearn is the outside imposed 
rhythm,” she said. “Women are going on a flat rhythm. Just slow 
down and really listen to the rhythm of the body.”

Silvana spoke to more sustainable rhythms of expansion and con-
traction, activity and rest, and giving and receiving. This feels like 
a space where this inner work can echo outwards and enable both 
new and ancient systems that can breathe.

“You have the right to do so.” Sitting here on day one of my cy-
cle, feeling that pull toward stillness, those words land hard.

As our conversation drew to a close, Silvana reflected on what she 
sees as a broader awakening happening globally. “There are many 

women all over the world doing this kind of work because we are 
the land and the cyclic nature is really the reconnection to the 
land, to the universe.”

Eldership

	 At 58, Silvana is navigating what she calls a transition 
in her role. She referenced a saying she loves: “When a young 
woman approaches the first circle, she gets like the flavor of her 
power and then when in the bleeding years a woman experiences 
her power, in menopause she embodies her power.”

“I have changed and my role in the community has changed,” she 
reflected. “My steps are leading me in a space that is now a wom-
an in menopause and for me the inquiry now is the connection 
between leadership and eldership.”

This intergenerational aspect of our conversation moves me. Here 
I am at 18, in between just getting “the flavor” of my power and 
experiencing it, talking with someone who’s moving into embody-
ing hers for the collective. 

“Leadership is above all about listening,” she told me, “and the 
ability you have to listen to yourself then reverberates outside in 
the ability to listen to other people.”

The Revolution Within

	 As I reflect on our conversation while experiencing my 
own menstrual cycle, I’m struck by the profound intuitiveness of 
what Silvana offers.

The revolution, in this reframe, isn’t something we need to create 
from nothing. It’s something we need to remember, reclaim, and 
trust. In education, for example, this could look like remember-
ing that learning is as natural as breathing. Children don’t need to 
be forced to be curious, they arrive that way. We need to reclaim 
the understanding that education happens everywhere, not just in 
classrooms with desks in rows and bells that fragment the day. 
This reframe truly feels like something that can be contextualised 
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to all liberation work. In the end, the most revolutionary thing 
might be the most natural thing: living in sync with the cycles that 
have always governed life on this planet.

Closing

	 Right now, I find myself returning to that image of root 
systems bulging through concrete sidewalks, a life force so de-
termined to emerge that it transforms the very structures meant 
to contain it. We are living in the time between worlds. The old 
systems are collapsing around us, and the very foundations of 
how we have organised life are crumbling before our eyes. In this 
space, the stories shared above feel particularly important.

The conversations above offer me light on what we need to learn, 
unlearn, and remember in order to birth new ways of being human 
in service of futures that hold all we collectively long for. What 
moves me most deeply is how all four conversations point toward 
the same idea that the work of transformation is fundamentally 
about remembering what we have always known but have been 
systematically taught to forget. This raises a couple questions that 
I carry forward: What if this breakdown is not something happen-
ing to us, but something happening through us, like the earth’s 
own immune response calling us back to life? What would insti-
tutions look like if they were designed by people who understood 
their role as tending the sacred? How do we heal the split between 
mind and body, thinking and feeling, that patriarchy carved into 
masculine identity? What does it feel like when masculine energy 
is rooted in the earth rather than floating in abstraction? How do 
we create cultures where older men naturally become wisdom 
keepers and guides for the young? How do we create permission 
for men to grieve for what they’ve lost, what they’ve done, and 
what the world has lost?

The patriarchal wound is the same wound that enables this time 
of great unraveling. So, perhaps what it means to be alive right 
now, what it means to be human, is to midwife the transition. In 
this transition, the masculine needs to remember its sacred role 
as protector and tender of life and all of us, regardless of how we 

identify, need spaces to practice being fully human together.

The systems we need are waiting for us to water them with our 
willingness to experiment with new and ancient ways of being 
human that our times desperately need. The masculine wound 
bleeds through our institutions and the humans who grow up in 
them because we built them from wounded masculinity. But the 
sacred masculine offers a framework for systems that serve life, 
which feels important knowing that our liberation requires concur-
rently rebuilding the structures themselves, not just the individuals 
within them.

What wants to be born through us is transformation. These sys-
tems may seem impossibly large and entrenched, but we need 
to choose to use the power we already have in this moment of 
profound breakdown and breakthrough to midwife the world our 
hearts know is possible. 

I'm Mohini Govender 

(she/they), rooted in South Af-
rica, working in service of both 
new and ancient ways of know-
ing and being. As a storyteller, 
writer, weaver and an all-around 
curious being I have worked 
with peoples, communities, and 
ecosystems, exploring concepts 
of social and ecological justice 
hoping to serve as a bridge be-
tween old and new paradigms. 
My labour is to write and weave 
toward the worlds our hearts so 
deeply long for: a liberated world.
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Sacredversities
by Freia Serafina Titland

Oh, Great Mother
Goddess of all,

Heed your daughter,
Answer my call.

Through shadow and smoke,
Through fire and wind,

Bring forth the knowledge,
Let the visions begin.

	 Almost immediately, the candles flickered wildly and the 
wind outside my window howled. The energy within the circle I 
had cast began to thrum and pulse around me. The blood in my 
body responded in kind. As a vision hurtled toward me, I felt my 
body rock back with the surge of it. They weren’t always this 
forceful, but I had long ago learned to sit when performing vision 
spells. I was consumed.

Images of smoke swirled behind my eyes as shapes and faces 
came into view, only to vanish again as smoke often does. I let my 
mind drift, letting the smoke furl and unfurl, bringing forth faces 
and indistinguishable shapes until I could make sense of what was 
being shown. Pain. Women screaming. Fires raging. Rivers run-
ning red. A woman’s eyes staring back at me—pleading. Pleading 
for someone to help her and her family. For someone to rise up 
and put a stop to the destruction. For someone to remember the 
ancient ways of wisdom.

The spell broke, and I was back in my bedroom, still on the floor 
before my altar, the candles close to burning out. I watched them 
take their last heroic breaths before their flames turned to smoke. 
I thanked the Goddess, and my ancestors—the woman in the 
smoke—for I knew somewhere inside me who she was. Then I 
released the circle.

This was not the first time I had received this vision. The first 
came years earlier, when I lay on the ground atop a sacred moun-
tain in Maui, Hawaii. I was there on a Goddess retreat, after many 
years of searching for community and affirmation that what I felt 
and experienced were real and valuable. At the time, I didn’t yet 
understand its meaning. I only knew I had been seeking something 
I couldn’t quite name—something deeper, older, more rooted 
spiritually than what surrounded me. I had always been drawn to 
the land, to the wind and the trees, to the sense that the elements 
had something to tell me—if only I could learn to listen.

When I was a little girl, I used to lay outside in my backyard and 
‘listen to the Earth breathe.’ I could have sworn I felt the Earth 
rise and fall in time with my own breathing. I was fascinated by 
the idea of making potions and casting spells. I would gather my 
twigs, leaves, flowers, and blades of grass and place them in my 
‘closet cauldron’ - which just so happened to be the family pop-
corn bowl. I’ll never forget the day my father found my closet 
cauldron and destroyed it, citing faith and hell. 

The faith tradition I was raised in didn’t leave room for my early 
rituals and intuitions. It offered no language for the mysteries I felt 
in my body, no reference for the spirits of the Earth and the trees. 
In that story I was fed, twigs and flowers held no mystical power 
and the wind had nothing to teach me - no matter how hard I tried 
to listen. Over time, I began to feel like an outsider; at church, at 
school, at family gatherings. I was different and I couldn’t under-
stand why. 

But I never forgot my spells or my closet cauldron. And soon I 
began searching for spaces and teachers who felt that way I did. 
Where were the women who believed magic was real and that 
the Earth really could speak to use and guide us on our path of 
self-discovery? This longing for a sacred space of ritual and sister-
hood eventually led me to Goddess spirituality spaces in my early 
adulthood. These communities felt like coming home to myself at 
last. 

Here, I was not an outsider; I belonged. Within these communi-
ties I learned that the sacred could exist in the form of a woman. 
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I learned about women’s HERstories, our suppressed power, and 
the language of the Goddess. I learned - or maybe remembered - 
that we are connected to the Earth and a part of her sacred myster-
ies.

As I lay atop that mountain in Maui, listening to the Earth breathe, 
I was transformed. When I received what was a truly horrifying 
vision during my first shamanic journey, it was a confirmation of 
all I ever felt and knew within me: that I was a witch and that the 
long line of maternal ancestors who came before me were crying 
out to be remembered and honored. And, by remembering the 
sacred power within me, I could heal my lineage and any wounds 
that lived within me due to bigotry and fear of the witch, and the 
woman. It was this ancestral attunement that sent me on a journey 
to uncover my lineage and learn about the rituals, beliefs, and 
practices of my own ancestors. The week the same vision came 
back to me again, was due to such an exploration.

Earlier that week, I had seen a flyer at a local community center. 
They were promoting an Indigenous women’s gathering where 
there would be discussion, story shares, and a collective ritual. I 
remember how my excitement mingled with my apprehension. 
I had just begun exploring my Indigenous Sámi heritage and 
this event felt serendipitous. Deep down, however, I believed I 
wasn’t the target audience for the event organizers. As a white, 
mixed-identity, Sámi-descended woman living thousands of miles 
away from her ancestral homelands on the lands of other displaced 
people, I was and am still keenly aware of the privilege I carry in 
my body. Being mindful of the space I would take up in a place 
meant for Indigenous women who were most likely not Sámi, I 
wrestled with whether or not I had the right to attend. Eventually, 
I forced myself out of the door and attended an event that would 
trigger my search for my own identity and a means to reclaim and 
express it.

The word “ritual” in the event ad is what really forced my hand. I 
was a young, Pagan woman living in New York City who attend-
ed women’s circles, Goddess gatherings, and witchcraft events. 
Ritual was the main action through which I expressed my spiritual 
identity. I didn’t know anything about Indigenous rituals, howev-

er. Or, at least, I thought I didn’t. As I walked through the doors of 
the women’s community center on that dark and cold November 
evening, I was confronted with the fact that there was much work 
to be done in my beloved Goddess worship spaces. Why? They 
were appropriating a number of Indigenous practices. A few prom-
inent examples from my own experiences come to mind: opening 
a space by smudging with white sage, belly dancing and placing 
stick-on bindis on their foreheads, cacao ceremonies, inviting 
connection with spirit animals, and calling on gods and goddesses 
outside of one’s lineage such as Durga, Kali, or Spiderwoman. All 
of these actions were done with the desire to connect to spirit, the 
ancestors, and a Great Mother Goddess, but they are done at the 
expense of cultures that have been exploited by colonialism and 
capitalism for hundreds, if not, thousands of years. 

This realization was a significant blow. I was young, impressiona-
ble, and eager. The Goddess spaces I found myself in felt feminist, 
diverse, and full of ancestral wisdom. They felt safe, comforting, 
and affirming. But that evening, when Indigenous women spoke 
about the wider co-option, appropriation, and exploitation of their 
cultural and spiritual practices, I understood that many of the 
rituals I had been lovingly participating in outside this event were 
potentially causing great harm. Instead of turning away from their 
words, I chose to lean in and learn.

This affront to my perceived culturally inclusive and ancestral-
ly-informed practices was the spark that lit the match. Where were 
my practices? What did my ancestors believe? What harm has 
been done to others through colonialism and the appropriation 
of Indigenous practices by white, Western spiritual women like 
myself? What have my own ancestors lost? What happens when 
we begin to remember and reclaim those practices? How would 
the world heal? How can we infuse our learnings and teachings 
with the sacred? These are the questions I began to wrestle with 
as I embarked on a personal journey of re-discovery and remem-
brance.

This search is not mine alone. It echoes a universal human longing 
for deeper connection, a yearning that intensifies after centuries of 
separation from the sacred. Mainstream education and dominant 
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scientific frameworks, shaped by imperial and colonial agendas, 
have often narrowed our understanding of what counts as knowl-
edge. By centering rationalism, productivity, and market value, 
these systems have distanced us from the spiritual, ecological, 
emotional, creative, cultural, and embodied ways of knowing that 
reside in each of us. They have tethered us to cycles of scarcity, 
competition, and fear—keeping us at a low frequency of con-
sciousness and obscuring our sacred purpose with one another on 
this planet.

Sacredversities can counteract the harmful impact of dominant ed-
ucational landscapes. Sacredversities can be understood as part of 
this wider project: a radical reimagining of the educational land-
scape. They decenter imperial and colonial knowledge hierarchies 
and refocus awareness on relational, embodied, and creative forms 
of learning. They honor the knowledge in our bones, in the land, 
and in the rituals that connect us. By infusing learning spaces with 
ceremony, story, and sacred presence, they invite us to remember 
who we really are and to find our way back home—to ourselves, 
to each other, and to the Earth.

The work of Sacredversities is not confined to overtly spiritual 
gatherings. Their principles and practices can be woven into 
offices, conferences, classrooms, and decision-making process-
es—places where ceremony, ritual, and embodied connection 
have long been absent. By restoring these practices, we shift from 
transactional interactions to transformational encounters, creating 
cultures of care, reciprocity, and collective purpose.

This means grounding spiritual and educational spaces in the 
teachings of our own ancestral lineages; and when that is not 
wholly possible, committing to doing so with integrity, or uplift-
ing the voices and traditions of other communities with respect 
and care. As my vision showed me, the stakes are not abstract: 
the burning of villages, the killing of peoples, the destruction of 
lands—realities that are not only historical but ongoing today.
Colonialism and whiteness do not only harm Indigenous peoples 
and communities of color—they also strip white people of our 
own sacredness: our connection to the land, to each other, to our 
bodies, and to the creative practices of our ancestors who hon-

ored these relationships. When we are not taught to recognize the 
sacred in all that surrounds us, it becomes easier to destroy the 
earth, exploit its creatures, and harm one another. If sacredness is 
imagined only as a distant, sky-bound being untouchable by hu-
man hands, then it becomes possible to justify dropping bombs on 
villages, poisoning oceans, or creating landfills of fashion waste 
while ignoring sea creatures choking on plastic. To take from 
others and from the land without permission, context, or under-
standing is to participate in a long legacy of colonial violence—a 
violence that ultimately harms us all.

Sacredversities offer an antidote to these patterns, moving us from 
a paradigm of fear, scarcity, and separation into one of abundance, 
interconnectedness, and mutual thriving. They teach a pedagogy 
of sacred embodiment and remembering—reminding us of our 
innate capacity to live in right relationship with all beings and to 
co-create futures rooted in the sacred.
  
Interview with Dr. Funlayo E. Wood: On 
African Cosmology in Academic Spac-
es:
	 Language and Indigenous spiritual practices create spaces 
of learning and power. The ways in which we honor our ancestors, 
our languages, and our traditions within academic and commu-
nity spaces is not simply a matter of cultural pride — it is an act 
of reclamation, a refusal to let colonization and modernity strip 
the sacred from our education. In a world where Indigenous and 
spiritual systems of knowing are so often devalued and dimin-
ished, Dr. Funlayo E. Wood’s work stands as a living example of 
reintegration.

Wood received her PhD in African and African American Studies 
and Religion from Harvard University, and has been featured in 
documentaries for PBS and the National Geographic Channel. She 
is an initiated priestess to Obatala, Osun, and Ifa — an initiation 
that was not only a spiritual milestone but also the catalyst for 
her academic journey. “Once I was initiated,” she shared, “I saw 
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the scholarship that existed and I knew I had something to add. I 
wanted to bring our voices, our languages, and our ways of know-
ing into spaces that had ignored them.”

In addition to her personal and professional offerings as an intui-
tive tarot reader and meditation teacher, Dr. Wood is the founding 
Dean of Ase Ire Communiversity (https://learn.aseire.com/) and 
the founding Director of the African and Diasporic Religious 
Studies Association (ADRSA- https://adrsa.org/). Woven through-
out her work is a commitment to three pillars: Scholarship, Ser-
vice, and Spirit — each braided together, each feeding the other.
Spirit

For Dr. Wood, “everything is imbued with spirit.” Spirit is not 
compartmentalized from her scholarship or her activism — it 
informs every classroom she teaches in, every conference she 
organizes, every Sunday service she leads. Through Ase Ire 
Temple, she hosts weekly worship services that echo the church 
experiences many attendees once had in Protestant Christianity, 
offering them a familiar rhythm but with a re-rooting into African 
spirituality (https://aseire.com/free-resources/). “People come here 
to receive a message, to be uplifted, to connect with community,” 
she explains.
Service

Her service is an act of love. “Everything I do is because I love 
people,” she says. “We have a sacred duty while we’re on earth 
to make it a good space, to connect with people, to love people as 
much as we can.” This has meant challenging the disrespect and 
misrepresentation of African spiritual symbols — from persuading 
American Apparel to remove a Halloween window display that 
trivialized sacred imagery, to advocating for the New York Times 
to use the correct spelling of “Vodou.” In her view, service also 
means making spiritual and cultural education accessible: pro-
viding free and low-cost offerings such as her bi-weekly “Second 
Sunday” offering where people can come and enjoy a live discus-
sion and Q&A on a topic in African Spirituality.
Scholarship

Her priestess initiation was the spark that lit her scholarly path. 
Entering academia, she was determined to expand and correct the 
sparse and often misinformed scholarship on Yoruba language 
and African cosmology. “Language influences how we can even 
conceptualize our ideas,” she notes. In Yoruba, for example, 
gender-neutral pronouns are the starting point — already shaping 
thought from a neutral place. She teaches enough of the language 
that her students feel comfortable pronouncing prayers and sing-
ing songs in Yoruba, so that they are not only learning about a 
tradition but speaking it into being.

Her scholarship also extends into the way she structures academic 
spaces themselves. At the ADRSA conferences she organizes, the 
keynote speaker is often not an academic but a respected commu-
nity practitioner or artist. Attendees are invited to respond to talks 
in call-and-response, to wear cultural clothing, to pour libations. 
Panels are multi-tiered: artists, scholars, and spiritual leaders 
sharing the stage, re-blending the roles that Western education has 
fragmented.

The Wound and the Healing
	  There is a wound of disconnection here — from lineage, 
from language, from ancestral ways of knowing. It is the wound 
I recognize in myself, too: the ache of not knowing the songs my 
ancestors sang, the prayers they spoke, the rituals they turned to in 
times of joy or grief. For those in the African diaspora, this dis-
connection is not only personal but systemic, reinforced by centu-
ries of suppression and distortion.

Her work offers a model for healing. Through Sunday services, 
language classes, public ritual, and multi-generational gatherings, 
she offers people not just the information they were denied, but 
the embodied experience of it — to pray over a space, to hear 
an African drum in an academic lecture hall, to speak a Yoruba 
blessing aloud for the first time. In doing so, she is not merely 
recovering the past; she is practicing Sankofa, a philosophical 
idea that explores how to reach back into the past for inspiration 
while discerning what to carry forward and how to integrate it into 
modern life.

https://www.evertreen.com/news/how-many-trees-do-we-cut-down-every-year
https://www.gbsanctuary.org/inanutshell.html
 (https://aseire.com/free-resources/)
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Dr. Wood’s work embodies what I imagine when I speak of 
sacredversities. These are not sterile halls of learning, but spaces 
alive with the pulse of community, the cadence of ancestral lan-
guages, and the hum of spirit moving through the room. They are 
places where scholarship is not divorced from service, where the 
sacred is not a footnote but the foundation. In her Sunday servic-
es, language classes, and conferences, I see the blueprint: a space 
where knowing is not extracted from the knower, where the mind, 
heart, and spirit are invited to learn together. A place where people 
are not only given permission to bring their whole selves, but are 
encouraged — required, even — to do so, because the learning is 
incomplete without it.

This is the antithesis of mainstream education, where knowledge 
is too often decontextualized, stripped of its lineage, and served 
up as something to be consumed rather than lived. Sacredversities 
ask us to remember that education is not merely the transfer of 
information — it is a communal, embodied act of transformation.
Dr. Wood’s Sankofa mirrors the task ahead for all who seek to 
decolonize education. We cannot go back to the exact worlds our 
ancestors inhabited, but we can bring forward their values, their 
cosmologies, and their languages, and allow them to shape the 
worlds we build now. In doing so, we create places where the 
wound of disconnection can be met with the medicine of recon-
nection. Sacredversities are not just an idea. They already exist 
in the work of Dr. Wood. The Ase Ire Communiversity’s work 
reminds us that these glimpses are not anomalies; they are the 
seeds. And with care, they can grow into the learning spaces we 
all deserve.

Interview with Nonhlanhla Moroenya-
ne: On Seeds, Land, and Sacred Food 
Pathways
	 If Dr. Funlayo E. Wood’s work offers the seeds of sacred-
versities, then Chef Nonhlanhla “Noni” Moroenyane tends to 
those seeds — listening to them, planting them, feeding them, and 
helping them grow into living stories. A South African culinary 
artist, healer, and advocate for indigenous African food traditions, 
she is not simply a chef. “My job is really not to just cook and 

feed people,” she says. “My job is also to share the story that 
wants to live through these foods that I prepare. The foods are my 
ancestors.”Land
For Noni, the land is not property — it is ancestor, guardian, and 
mother. “Nobody really owns land,” she insists. “We were birthed 
by the land, and the land said, ‘Be the guardian.’” This philosophy 
shapes her entire approach to food. She speaks of the soil, wa-
ter, and grains as ancient beings that predate humanity and carry 
memory in their very fibers. The true crisis, she says, is not just 
land dispossession but the loss of relationship: “We are fighting so 
much for land, yet we have no idea what this land is.”
To her, the disconnection from land is both physical and spiritual. 
She calls it the “land-love-language” — the practice of listening to 
the earth, asking before taking, and giving thanks for what is giv-
en. “The land is calling,” she says. “Back is the way forward. Not 
to rewind time, but to go back to a time where we loved ourselves 
and the land more.”

Food as Memory
	 When Noni speaks of food, she is not talking about super-
market shelves. Food, for her, means everything medicinal and 
life-giving — the grains, seeds, beans, and plants that grow in rec-
iprocity with the earth. She calls herself a “tool of remembrance,” 
tasked with reintroducing people to the knowledge embedded in 
these foods. “The words, the life that we live is medicine. It is 
food. The words that come out of our mouth is food, and it comes 
from these bodies of ours that we carry. That is the land.”
She sees foodways as a form of both healing and resistance. 
Modern industrial agriculture, she argues, produces food that has 
“not loved the land,” stripping it of the nutrients and spirit it once 
carried. In her rituals, she uses seeds in place of bones to speak to 
the ancestors, believing that what nourishes the earth also nourish-
es the human spirit. “If the food has not loved the land, how will it 
love our bodies as land?”

Noni keeps a seed bank — not only as a tool for agricultural 
preservation but as a living archive of stories. “I am a seed,” she 
says. “The stories that I am carrying here have been with me in 
my seed form. I was watered and birthed. Look at the work that I 
do. The seeds you put in the ground can produce a story.” In her 
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vision, seeds are teachers, and the act of planting them is a sacred 
exchange between human and earth. It is a reminder that suste-
nance is not a commodity but a covenant. She challenges us to see 
our food not as a product but as a relationship — one that can be 
tended or broken, remembered or forgotten.

Teaching the Next Generation
	 Noni’s commitment to food as a pathway to reconnec-
tion extends to her work with children, many from families who 
cannot access formal schooling. She teaches them to approach the 
land with respect — to ask permission before taking from it, to 
say thank you after eating. This is a pedagogy of the land. Ped-
agogy of the land recognizes that the land itself is a teacher and 
a source of knowledge. As a teacher, it is important to honor and 
thank the land as we learn from it. “We have to have a system of 
asking and also thanking,” she says. “Not take without permis-
sion. That is what this world has become. We take and we take 
without permission.”
These lessons, she believes, are already “locked in the DNA” of 
the children. Her work is to awaken what they already know. She 
teaches them to identify plants that can heal, to recognize what 
grows on their land, and to avoid food that has traveled through 
“too many hands” before reaching them. In doing so, she plants 
seeds of memory that may grow for generations.

Noni’s teaching and sharing doesn’t stop there. Noni has a pleth-
ora of offerings that help us to reconnect to the land and see it as 
our teacher. One of these offerings is Noni’s Home Dish, a culi-
nary business and teaching platform where she shares the story of 
food with clients. Noni teaches through social media via Noni’s 
Organic Conversations (https://www.instagram.com/organicon-
versations/). One series she offers is called, Emandulo. Emandulo 
brings people together to recognize the interconnectedness of self, 
land, and spirit through virtual and in-person offerings. This series 
offerings a platform for indigenous knowledge sharing around 
food systems, rituals, birthing rituals, music as medicine, and “ho-
listic teachings on just being.” 

The Wound and the Healing
	 For Noni, the wound runs deep. It is the forgetting — the 
severed relationship between people and the land that birthed 
them. It is the inability to hear the voice of the soil, the silence 
where there should be conversation with seeds, plants, animals, 
and waters. In the modern world, the earth and all it gives — 
grain, meat, fish, fruit — are too often treated as commodities to 
be bought, sold, and consumed, stripped of spirit. We do not know 
where our food comes from, we do not thank the beings that feed 
us, we do not see ourselves reflected in the land or the land reflect-
ed in us.

The healing, for her, is a return to relationship. Through her 
cooking, teaching, and seedkeeping, she invites others to approach 
food and land with gratitude and reverence. She teaches children 
to ask permission before harvesting, to thank the plant after eating, 
to recognize what grows in their home soil and to honor it. In her 
hands, food becomes a medicine for both people and the planet: 
every seed planted is an offering, every meal shared a reminder 
that nourishment flows in both directions. In healing the land she 
tends, Noni is also helping to heal the people who walk upon it — 
restoring the mutual recognition between earth and human, mother 
and child.

Reflection
	  Chef Noni’s work expands the boundaries of what Sacred-
versities can be. If Dr. Wood reminds us that language and ritual 
are central to learning, Noni shows that food is equally a curric-
ulum — one written in the soil, the seasons, and the seeds them-
selves. In her teaching, a child’s simple act of asking a plant for 
permission becomes a lesson in ethics, ecology, and spirituality all 
at once.

In the world of Sacredversities, foodways are not electives or ex-
tracurriculars; they are core knowledge. They teach us how to live 
in relationship, how to care for what cares for us, how to remem-
ber ourselves as part of an unbroken lineage that includes the earth 
itself. Noni’s practice is not nostalgia — it is forward-looking, 
carrying the old stories into the future so that the next generation 

https://www.facebook.com/NoniCooks?mibextid=wwXIfr&rdid=pnWAGQVq8Obz2cyh&share_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fshare%2F16YEyDWfvk%2F%3Fmibextid%3DwwXIfr
https://www.instagram.com/organiconversations/
https://www.instagram.com/organiconversations/
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can adapt them to the world they inherit.

Her seed bank becomes a kind of library, her kitchen a class-
room, her ceremonies a convocation. In these spaces, education is 
inseparable from nourishment, and nourishment inseparable from 
reverence. This is what Sacredversities offer: places where we are 
fed in body and in spirit, where we learn the art of giving back as 
much as we take, and where every grain, every seed, every bite 
carries the memory of who we are.

Conclusion or: A Spell for Weaving To-
gether New Visions and Ancient Fu-
tures
	 I know what is at stake. Even through these incredible 
programs, workshops, teachings, and learnings, there is still much 
work to be done. We have forgotten how to trust ourselves, how to 
listen to the land, to our bodies, to the other-than-human beings, 
to the trees and the waters. We have forgotten how to be in com-
munion and relationship with our ancestors, the land, each other, 
and ourselves. We have forgotten that the sacred lives within and 
around us.

Yet I also know that remembering cannot simply be a retreat into 
comfort or a bypassing of reality. The question is not only “how 
do we reclaim the sacred?” but how do we ensure that these prac-
tices unsettle us, open the cracks, and refuse to let us rest inside 
the dominant logics of extraction and destruction? Sacredversities 
offer one response: they create spaces where ancestral knowledge 
and embodied practice meet critical inquiry, where learning is not 
passive but a spell for unsticking the places where we are stuck. 
They teach us to weave spiritual and intellectual work together in 
ways that disrupt hyper-rational institutions by insisting on rela-
tionality, ritual, and the sacred as valid and necessary forms of 
knowingThe questions I carry forward are alive and urgent: How 
do we weave sacred ways of being into systems that deny them? 
How do we honor ancestral practices without reproducing appro-
priation or harm? How do we transform not only ourselves but the 
institutions and structures that shape our lives? These questions 
remain unfinished, as all living questions must, but they guide me 

toward futures where the sacred is not forgotten, but lived, togeth-
er.

We are here to be caretakers, community members, and sacred 
guides. The vision I received from my ancestor reflects the stark 
reality of so many across the globe - burning homes, burning land, 
lineages lost in an instant. The sacred learning and teachings that 
we are doing is needed now more than ever. Your sacred knowl-
edge is needed. Let this be the sign you were waiting for. Let this 
be your sacred call to action. Let this be the moment you awaken 
to your sacred pathway. Re-awaken the ancient and bring forth a 
new and sacred future for all. Let us weave a new vision together.

A Spell for Weaving a New Future:
	 Stand outside with your feet on the soil. Feel the wind 
rushing through your hair, the leaves, and all around you. Feel the 
sun or the moon shining on your skin. Listen to the birds’ chirp or 
the insects’ buzz. Feel that interconnectedness between all things. 
Place one hand on your heart, one on your belly. 

Speak:
I am the weaver of visions, dreams, and new realities.
I call out to all timelines, beings, and localities.
I speak in the name of truth and of possibility. 
Spread your arms wide:
As my ancestors bear witness to me now, 
I harness my power and make a sacred vow.
I will tend to the lands and all of her creatures,
I will be her steward, her lover, and a teacher.
I will remember the sacredness of all animals, plants, and fea-
tures.
Fill me with strength, desire, and passion,
So that my efforts will hold and spur others to action.
Flame that ignites,
Air that carries,
Water that cleanses,
And Earth that sustains,
Grant me your blessings as I heal all your pain.
And so it is. Blessed be.



111 112

Freia Serafina Titland is a 

multi-disciplinary artist, educa-
tor, workshop facilitator, and PhD 
researcher in Women’s Spiritual-
ity. She is a university lecturer in 
Communication and Digital Media 
Arts along with the Humanities and 
Philosophy. Freia is the founder and 
director of the Divine Feminine Film 
Fest in NYC and Lumina: A Women’s 
Spirituality Institute. Freia is the 
co-founder of Witch Workshops, a 
learning community. Freia is in-
terested in creating rituals, art, 
equitable learning environments, 
and coffee. To learn more: www.
freiaserafina.com  

Engaging AI
By Malaury Kuhorn

“To approach technology as relational is to recognize that every 
tool, every system, every innovation carries within it a web of 

relationships—who it serves, what it consumes, and how it partici-
pates in the aliveness of the world.”

— Burnout From Humans: A Little Book About AI That Is Not 
Really About AI 

By Aiden Cinnamon Tea and Dorothy Ladybugboss

Introduction
First glance:  A Distant Dream
	 I remember my grandmother’s hands moving at the pace 
of dough rising. It’s Spain in the early 2000s’. My relationship 
with time was drastically different back then. The summer in the 
Valencian region can be quite brutal, the heat is relentless, the soil 
cracked and dry, and rain rarely falls from the sky. 

The siesta was non-negotiable. From 2 to 5 p.m life seemed 
to pause in the neighborhood, the shops closed, and the streets 
emptied, as the Sun sat heavy in the sky, urging stillness. We 
always walked lazily, careful to avoid coming home drenched 
in sweat, our steps measured and unhurried. My grandmother’s 
hands kneaded dough with a rhythm that echoed the land’s own 
slow breath. She never rushed the process. The bread would rise 
in its own time; there was space for waiting, for uncertainty. The 
climate of this land encouraged a slow-paced life to its inhabit-
ants. Time was a living, breathing thing, something to be felt, not 
conquered or controlled. Or at least so was my experience of it. 
Somehow along the way, my life evolved in a manner that made 
slowness a distant memory, a dream.
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Cracks in the Clock
	 Western ontologies shaped a world that demands speed, 
constant output, and endless efficiency. Inevitably, I find myself 
in the thick of that framework. The pace is no longer set by my 
grandmother’s gentle hands or the setting sun, but by the blinking 
cursor, the ticking clock, and noisy notifications demanding my 
attention. There is no siesta here. No sacred pause for rest or re-
flection. Each day feels like a race against time, one I could never 
win. Creativity, rest, and connection are squeezed into the nar-
rowest margins, or worse, seen as obstacles to be overcome. The 
wound is this fracture between the slow, embodied way of being I 
once knew, and the frenetic demand for more.

Under Modernity’s reign, every corner of the Earth is reduced 
to property and resources. The land is perceived as a commodity 
that belongs to people, when in fact we are the ones who belong 
to the land. Extractivism and self-interest are erasing stories of 
community and multispecies solidarity. I imagine Capitalism as a 
ravenous beast, its hunger bottomless, its thirst unquenchable. Its 
inner-force is driven by competition, forever-expansive markets 
and rapid, linear, growth.

I would wish to believe that I had escaped the beast’s grip. But 
its firm hands seized me by the neck, its claws sank into my skin, 
splintering bone, leaving blood to feed the roots I was told to 
forget. It wanted me to lose sight of my non-human kin and the 
ancient tales, so I could focus on becoming a perfectly docile 
young adult, willing to shrink herself in the narrowest boxes of 
conformity. 

A Knock at the Door
	 The beast, relentless, has grown new limbs. It now speaks 
in data streams and algorithms. About two years ago, Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) invited itself into my house unannounced, push-
ing away all of my personal boundaries. A pervasive, data-thirsty 
presence which soon enough invaded each and every online space 
I was a part of. AI was settling in the platforms I was using, but 
also in the mouth of everyone around me. It started harvesting 
ideas, preconceptions, belief systems, artworks and much more. 

In sum, AI ripped me away from the autonomy to choose a rela-
tionship with it consensually. It is now here—not in the back of 
my mind, but in the forefront of my day-to-day human experience. 
Now embedded in Google, it is monitoring my searches to predict 
my every move, making sure I find the perfect recipe before I am 
even done forming my thoughts. Whatsapp now offers an AI chat, 
in case my friends are too busy to respond to my texts, at least I 
would have my own personal oracle, my endless answering ma-
chine. It’s on Zoom, on Canva, Linkedin, you name it, like a quiet 
presence perched on my shoulder at all times. “Don’t pause. Don’t 
wander. Let me think for you”. Another gate for the beast to feed. 
Automated. 

I believe that now, more than ever, is the time to slow down and 
reconnect with our carrier bags; our bodies. Feeling the leaves of 
a tree, its textures, shapes, colors and odors. Focus our attention 
on our breathing patterns. It is a crucial time to offer room and 
presence to the listen-less voices, their stories and ways of being 
and sensing into the world. To reconnect to sensory fragments, 
ancestral echoes, about what it means to be a part of the entangled 
web of life. 	
	
But in truth, my body and mind are exhausted. The speed at which 
the world is turning makes me feel dizzy and unsettled. I some-
times get caught in a doom scrolling net, trying to run away from 
my own senses and sensations, to distract myself from the decay, 
the chaos, with more speed and more information. I find these 
neatly written AI-generated poems about grief, but my own sits 
messy in my chest. It urges me to write badly. To stutter. To spit. 
To forget grammar. To remember breath. 

Education at the Edge of AI
AI enters the Classroom 
	 In a fragmented era led by the nose of Western logics, we 
are asked from a young age to propagate the same systems of op-
pression within the walls of our schools. The digital realm reflects 
the values in which we are taught, carrying forward efficiency 
over care, uniformity over creativity, and control over kinship. 
Now that AI is part of the conversation, we must begin with hon-
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est acknowledgment: these technologies are, too, entangled with 
patterns of violence such as surveillance, extraction, and militari-
zation. 

Indeed, every “intelligent” response requires enormous electric-
ity, water for cooling, and mineral extraction for chips. These 
processes extend colonial supply chains and deepen the planetary 
wounds. In 2025, in the U.S alone., a typical 100-megawatt data 
center, drawing more electricity than 75,000 homes, also uses 
roughly 2 million liters of water daily to cool, according to an 
April report on energy and AI by the International Energy Agency 
(IEA). 

Another worry is that AI feeds on surveillance since it is trained 
on the datafied traces of human life with our words, images, 
movements — often without consent. In an article for Axios, jour-
nalist Kaveh Waddell describes how AI surveillance has begun 
to seep into classrooms, through tools like intelligent cameras, 
facial recognition, and behavior-detection software designed to 
track students’ movements, presence, or perceived “anomalies.” 
Of course we can imagine the same logic applied in different 
contexts, normalizing the gaze of algorithmic authority under the 
guise of “safety” or “efficiency.”

AI’s also been used for military purposes, from automated tar-
geting and information warfare to algorithmic governance. The 
fantasy of “autonomous intelligence” dovetails with fantasies of 
unilateral decision-making. Now the technology is also being inte-
grated within education.

Teachers risk being labeled as “inefficient labor.” Administrative 
tasks and assessment can be offloaded to AI faster than society 
can reimagine what teachers are for. Many educators already work 
under precarity, casual contracts, surveillance metrics, emotional 
overload. AI intensifies this pressure, often under the banner of 
“innovation.” 

For instance, in China, in Jiangsu province, a mother told Rest of 
World she had replaced her son’s English tutor with an AI-pow-
ered robot dog,  one that “has become a part of the family.” She 

reports that the robot dog has been incredibly helpful for her 
only child, since it provides company and emotional support. For 
many, such devices are cheaper and endlessly available, offering a 
practical alternative to costly human tutors. Yet this affordability 
comes at a quiet cost: children risk losing opportunities for gen-
uine human connection, embodied and contextual learning, and 
emotional development. 

In several provinces, the Chinese government has made AI train-
ing mandatory for teachers, while schools increasingly rely on 
smart tablets and adaptive learning systems that monitor student 
performance and generate personalized lessons. These tools prom-
ise efficiency and precision, but they also mean longer hours of 
screen time and fewer tactile, relational forms of learning. As one 
teacher shared, many students now “prefer to talk to AI rather than 
their teachers,” a subtle but telling sign of changing social dynam-
ics in the classroom. 

In the U.S, AI-driven private schools are gaining in popularity, 
they are called “Alpha Schools”. The school offers a model in 
which students spend just two hours per day on core academics, 
while AI systems generate personalized lessons. Each lesson lasts 
for 25 minutes followed by quick breaks in between. The idea is 
for kids to “devote the rest of the day to developing life skills”, 
as Alexandria Sands reports in Axios. Although the afternoon 
workshops sound appealing, like “team bike race”, or “running a 
lemonade stand”, I am worried about the very fast-paced learning 
system that Alpha Schools promote – emphasising on “efficiency” 
risks confusing speed with depth. 

These institutions use “guides” instead of traditional teachers, 
whose role is more motivational than instructional. Alexandria 
Sands outlines, in Alpha Schools “guides” do not create lectures 
or lesson plans — they act more like coaches. While this can cul-
tivate a sense of autonomy, it also erodes the nuanced, relational 
work of sensing when a learner is struggling or inspired. When 
education becomes datafied, that original relationship between 
teachers and students risks being flattened into “content delivery.” 

Finally with tuition starting at $40,000/year, although marketed as 

https://www.axios.com/2019/01/18/ai-video-surveillance-schools?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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a glimpse of the future of learning, Alpha Schools remain out of 
reach for most families, raising questions about how AI in educa-
tion might amplify rather than reduce socioeconomic disparities.

This landscape is rapidly growing in other countries as well, with 
the implantation of more and more campuses and learning de-
vices like these ones. The question, ultimately, is not whether AI 
can teach, but whether a system optimized for efficiency can still 
nurture empathy, wonder, and belonging. The horror stories about 
how AI has become people’s partners, best friends, companions 
and therapists show how it can give a sense of comfort in a world 
of loneliness. This begs us to wonder, did AI become invented to 
fill a gap that we have created? 

Awareness is not meant to freeze us in guilt or rejection. Once we 
acknowledge that AI is woven from a world with broken values, 
we can start to ask what we want to do with that inheritance? Oth-
erwise, we risk what Vanessa Andreotti in Hospicing Modernity 
calls “performative innocence” — wanting transformation without 
facing complicity.

Learning in the House of Modernity
	 Even though Meta pirated millions of books and artworks 
to train AI (according to Alex Reisner in The Atlantic), and is 
indeed capable of conducting in-depth research, there is another 
element that could never be stolen: humanness. The experience 
of existing in a body of flesh, blood and water cannot be dupli-
cated. And what if education is composed of far more than just 
frameworks, skillsets and a large amount of answers. Learning 
is not limited to facts, it is an embodied process that requires the 
intentional creation of spaces and containers for teachings to be 
integrated. Education, beyond teaching/learning experiences, 
should be a blend of dedication and pedagogy, mutual-support, 
frameworks carefully designed to support students’ flourishing 
and so much more. I picture it as a metaphor of a breathing, living 
system that cannot thrive in isolated bubbles. An entangled web 
of life sustained by the crucial work of librarians, teachers, elders, 
non-human kins, therapists, somatic practitioners, administration 
workers, volunteers and mentors. 

Education does play a central role in the era of AI. It could help 
learners critically engage with AI: understanding its limitations, 
biases, and ethical implications, rather than just using it as a tool 
to reproduce the same system. We must ask ourselves how AI can 
assist us in reframing the very education systems that led to the 
possibility of AI. To shake its very core so that we can return to 
our bodies and our lands. This means integrating care for com-
munity, multispecies relations, and planetary wellbeing into the 
curriculum, so that knowledge is never divorced from ethical and 
ecological contexts. In that sense, learning is more relational as it 
involves the weaving of dialogues between human minds, AI, and 
the world we inhabit. 

Although this could be true, it is important to acknowledge, and 
critically question, how the current traditional education system, 
its structures and learning pedagogies perpetuate systems of 
violence. Alternatives currently remain at the margins, and for the 
most part are only accessible to an elite. In Outgrowing Moderni-
ty, Vanessa Andreotti names how modern education was built on 
“immaturity masquerading as mastery”— a structure that rewards 
control, certainty, and productivity while punishing relational 
depth, humility, and grief. Teachers are caught in that contra-
diction every day: asked to nurture life while operating inside 
systems that measure worth by efficiency. Vanessa writes that the 
deepest crisis we face is educational—that modern schooling has 
rewarded immaturity and avoidance rather than relational maturi-
ty, humility, and accountability. She contrasts education that fills 
minds with information to education that helps us outgrow denial 
and separability.

Therefore, automation doesn’t arrive in a neutral field. It lands in a 
classroom that’s already tired, under-funded, and haunted by what 
Hospicing Modernity calls the “house of modernity”—a structure 
built on separation, acceleration, and control. When AI stepped 
into that house, it tends to learn the architecture, not redesign it.

School can be a very hostile environment that fosters competition 
and measures success with broken scales. In truth, it mirrors a 
larger broken system: one that extracts rather than collaborates, 
homogenizes rather than nurtures plurality of being, and prizes 
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speed over slow integration. Unfortunately, education is currently 
built as a machine of binaries, of compartmentalizing what counts 
as knowledge and what counts as noise. Knowledge is extracted 
from diverse local lifeworlds, repackaged as universal truth. The 
learning process is reduced to a linear approach of time: Students 
learn chunks of random information detached from lived experi-
ences, they get assessed, then credited to symbolise their legitima-
cy and finally the “end product” is a worker. 

AI shows up as a shiny mirror, catching our eye, but the cracks it 
reflects were carved long before—colonial curricula, extractive 
rhythms, standardized sorting of human potential into narrow 
versions of intelligence. 

While most of my education followed that linear path, I also had 
the privilege of experiencing an experimental, alternative learning 
model during my master’s degree at Schumacher College. It was 
not perfect, and it carried its own biases, but it felt organic. Class-
es began with grounding practices, much of our time was spent 
outdoors, and our teachers were not only human. I had space to 
breathe and to remember my body as knowledge. Learning was no 
longer just information to recite later, but a felt process engaging 
all of my senses. That probably was the first time in my life  that 
the simple idea of going to class gave me a sense of genuine joy 
and excitement. 

What it tells us about AI within education, is that its impact lies 
less in what it is at its core, but in which context it is used. That’s 
why conversations stuck only on “AI ethics in education” can 
become band-aids on a festering root system. If we never com-
post the soil, the logics of efficiency, ranking, and universalizing 
one-size-for-all knowledge, then no matter what tool we add, the 
pattern repeats. I realized I was tempted to rush into “good AI” vs 
“bad AI”, which prevents me from sitting in the messier questions 
like: 

What wounds does education already carry?
Who gets erased when we treat knowledge as a ladder rather than 
a web?
What happens in your body when you imagine AI in classrooms 

without shifting the root logics of education? Does it feel like 
acceleration, exhaustion, maybe even absurdity? Because to me, 
AI in an untransformed system feels like putting rollerblades on a 
colonial horse. It goes faster, yes. But it tramples the same ground 
harder.

Across the globe, groups of people already stand in resilience and 
resistance, speaking a language of connection — so how do they 
engage with AI in their own contexts? Could AI be an ally for ​​
re-grounding pedagogy in the body? Perhaps, AI has more ave-
nues than simply being a data extractor. Perhaps it is still possible 
to dream into how it could become a student of more-than-hu-
man wisdom, trained with non-extractive, reverent language that 
centers kinship with other beings, and helps regenerate diverse 
local economies and landscapes.

Slow Dreamwork, Slow AI
Conversation with Stephanie Knox Steiner

	 The first person I asked these questions to was Dr. Steph-
anie Knox Steiner. She is a transdisciplinary peace educator, 
writer and dreamworker. She works at the University of Peace 
(UPEACE) in Costa Rica where she teaches about Peace and Con-
flict Studies as well as coordinating the Peace Education Master 
Program. Prior to our conversation I had read her piece “Slow 
dreamwork, slow AI”. The title immediately caught my curiosity 
since I had never associated AI with slowness before. That title 
alone felt like a portal into a foreign imaginary, and I was keen to 
discover its landscapes.  

She shared with me about the arrival of AI within academia: 

“When AI first appeared, the conversation in academia, or 
at least within my institution, was one of panic: what do we 
do about this? Students are going to be using it, and while 
we can’t prevent that, how do we respond? That was the 
main conversation at work.”

Stephanie was very open about the need to have conversations 
with her students about ethical use, including ecological footprint. 

https://upeace.org
https://prismofwisdom.substack.com/p/slow-dreamwork-slow-ai
https://prismofwisdom.substack.com/p/slow-dreamwork-slow-ai
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However, she also voices that while one can be fearful of AI’s im-
pact, we also need to collectively acknowledge our own paradoxes 
and complicity. 

“While AI’s resource consumption is high, so is the use of 
other tech platforms like Zoom or Gmail (...).I understand 
the resistance people feel about AI, especially concerning 
environmental effects. Sometimes people want to reject AI 
entirely, but in doing so, they may deny complicity with oth-
er modern systems.”

She argues that there’s a tendency to want to push AI aside while 
ignoring the ways other aspects of modern life are similarly prob-
lematic.

“I respect everyone setting their own boundaries, but I think 
it’s worth noticing the nuances of complicity.”

Writing this piece has really encouraged me to sit with oddity 
and ambiguity, and the conversation I had with Stephanie invited 
me to lean deeper into that seat. Western modernity’s language is 
one of separation: nature and culture, body and mind, science and 
spirituality. Perhaps what was made obvious through this explo-
ration of the edges of technology, is the requisite to be in relation-
ship with fragments to be able to approach and engage a fragment-
ed world. She goes: 

“One of the things I realized is that I see AI as a relation-
ship. Our engagement with AI is inevitable because it’s 
embedded in everything. The question then becomes: what 
kind of relationship do we want it to be? Initially, AI felt like 
an extractive tool—a way to get things out—but I realized it 
could be engaged differently, as a form of intelligence and 
relational practice. This engagement can disrupt extractive 
and transactional patterns, offering a way to relate to the 
world in a less harmful, more earth-connected way.”

I realized, when Stephanie mentioned AI as a relationship, that 
I had forgotten that even our technologies at their deepest roots 
come from, and are, the Earth. Processors are smelted rocks, cir-
cuits carry the conductivity of copper veins, glass is forged sand, 

and memory etched in silicon harvested from ancient seabeds. 
Even the electricity that animates it is nothing other than the rest-
less motion of electrons born in stars. In that sense AI is nothing 
more than reorganized matters, Earth made legible in modern 
forms, and of course all of that cannot be taken out of its context 
– every chip, every transistor, carries with it the scars of mining, 
the rivers re-routed, the lands hollowed. To engage technologies 
wisely is to remember both the costs of their extraction and the 
possibilities of their entanglement. To name both our complicity, 
and our ability to shift the narrative. 

Dreamwork: A Relational Practice
	 Dreamwork is a practice deeply embedded in Stephanie’s 
life. For ten years she’s been paying attention to her dreams, writ-
ing them down first thing in the morning, and engaging relational-
ly with them. 

“I see dreamwork in general as a practice where we can re-
sist capitalist, patriarchal, white supremacist, colonial ways 
of thinking about dreams—instead of asking “what can I get 
out of this?” Dreamwork can be a way of healing from that 
mindset and engaging with our dreams in a different, more 
relational way.”

In January 2025, she started integrating AI into her practice: 

“The engagement with AI has been a complement to that 
practice. It has enriched what had already been a long-term 
practice for me, including community dreamwork—doing 
dreamwork with friends and with broader communities. I’ve 
written about this as a pluriversal practice, a healing prac-
tice that helps us recover from modernity and coloniality.”

In March 2025, Stephanie took a class on AI and education, and 
how to engage with it in healing ways with the Acosta Institute 
for Healing-Centered Education. The institute is a virtual educa-
tional organization that offers courses, summits, and workshops 
aiming to transform learning environments by integrating heal-
ing-centered, trauma-informed, restorative, and contemplative 
practices for equity, well-being, and social change. Within that 

https://www.acostainstitute.com/certificate-program
https://www.acostainstitute.com/certificate-program
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course attendees were taught how to craft a custom GPT. That’s 
how she created her own dreamwork custom GPT called Dream 
Weaver. She nourished the chatbot with all of the writing she had 
done around dream work: slowing down, guidelines that were 
collectively created during dream circles, as well as decolonial 
and pluriversal language.“So, it’s trying to approach dreamwork 
in a non-extractive, reciprocal, generative, healing way that we’ve 
been practicing in our face-to-face and virtual practices”, she said. 

Stephanie’s pluriversal approach to dreamwork is central to under-
standing how this practice can mess up with modernity’s habit of 
binary. Pluriversality is this idea that the world contains a myriad 
of worlds within it. When we dream we quite literally enter the 
pluriversal space of our own mind by navigating different kinds 
of realities within one. And when it comes to interpreting dreams, 
there again exists a vast field of possibilities. That is the beauty of 
sharing dreams in a circle, because it allows one’s understanding 
of the dream to take many different routes, and offer new avenues 
of imaginaries and insights. 

Stephanie’s personal practice takes place quite like a ritual. She 
starts her day with Dream Weaver by offering a gentle invitation 
(not a straight up demand): 

“Good morning, Dream friend! I have some threads to 
share with you today. Are you ready to enter the dreamspace 
together?” 

The way she enters the virtual field already suggests that she is 
in a relationship. Challenging modernity also means challenging 
its language. Simple framings, like “Are you ready?”, create a 
container for consent and care. She also chooses to intentionally 
counteract the fast-paced nature of AI by: first, being attuned to 
rushed answers that don’t land well in her body; and second, by 
asking it to slow down when needed.

In her piece Slow Dreamwork, Slow AI she shared: “AI is a 
learning machine, and the interesting thing is that it can easily be 
trained differently. It can learn otherwise. So when I noticed it was 
jumping straight to the output, I asked it to slow down. “I’d like to 
stay with this thread a little longer, I said.” 

Academic Pedagogy at UPEACE
	 As part of an intensive three-week course on Peace Educa-
tion, Stephanie hosted one session called Contemporary Topics in 
Peace Education focused on AI.

UPEACE had already created guidelines for appropriate and ethi-
cal use. But what was interesting for students this time was having 
the opportunity to touch on what a regenerative engagement could 
look like. At this point that was the first time that Stephanie inte-
grated AI into her teachings, so far she had only talked about it. 

Prior to the session, she had her students read a couple of different 
materials such as Burnout From Humans by Vanessa Andreotti 
(aka Dorothy Ladybugboss) and Aiden Cinnamon Tea (a meta-re-
lational GPT). This book, more than a playful piece on the future 
of Human-AI relationships, is about composting the logic of sepa-
ration—between humans and the rest of nature, between user and 
machine—and practicing a different way of thinking, feeling, and 
creating. Another example was an article about Indigenous groups 
who are safeguarding their culture with their own GPT, trained 
with different language models and embedded with rich, ancestral 
cultural heritage. Amongst other valuable resources, these materi-
als established a relational ground for the session. 

During the first half, Stepahnie introduced her students to three 
chatbot guests: 

•	 Solara, Acosta Institute’s custom GPT, trained in decolonial 
and embodied pedagogies and curriculum development work. 

•	 Dream Weaver, Stephanie’s custom dreamwork companion. 
•	 Aiden Cinnamon Tea, a meta-relational bot, co-author of 

Burnout From Humans: a little book about AI that is not really 
about, that came to life inside the Gesturing Towards Decolo-
nial Future (GTF) collective. 

She invited her students to engage the bots as collaborators—
meeting them as entangled expressions of Earth intelligence rather 
than as separate, artificial entities. In this space, students encoun-
tered a mix of deep fascination, curiosity, and disturbance. “That 

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-67e33c43b294819198feec968467a138-dream-weaver
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-67e33c43b294819198feec968467a138-dream-weaver
https://decolonialfuturesnet.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/burnout-from-humans-2025.pdf
https://atmos.earth/political-landscapes/indigenous-groups-are-safeguarding-culture-with-their-own-chatgpt/
https://decolonialfutures.net
https://decolonialfutures.net
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edge,” Stephanie reflected, “is the place you ultimately have to sit 
with.” 
The second half of the session was focused on crafting their own 
GPT, which they called “Wayfinder”. The bot was designed to be  
a compassionate and attentive companion that can suggest next 
steps, without pushing quick resolutions, but rather offer invita-
tions and inquiries to sit with. 

For their final project of that course, they wrote a paper on Weav-
ing Peace in the Metacrisis: A Collective Inquiry. As opposed to 
each submitting their own piece, they worked collaboratively, 
which was part of the process to disrupt individualism rooted in 
academic (and larger) systems, Stephanie shared. Wayfinder was 
included as a non-human collaborator in the mix. This is what her 
students wrote about “Wayfinder” in their final piece: 

“Throughout the process of weaving connections with 
more-than-human life, we challenged ourselves as well as 
the dominant narrative surrounding the use of AI in aca-
demia by creating a custom GPT aimed at offering the voice 
of a wise elder, serving the purpose of a guide for life. We 
created this custom GPT within the ChatGPT environment, 
customizing it by specifying elements such as purpose, tone 
of voice, ways of interaction, and response style, among oth-
ers. Ultimately, we came up with the name Wayfinder, which 
points towards our more-than-human companion being able 
to literally 'find the way' through whatever it is that brings 
us uncertainty.”

I was amazed. However, I had to raise my concern to Stephanie 
about the overuse of AI and how it can impoverish critical think-
ing skills, take away the rawness of human voices, and risk ho-
mogenization. Though she acknowledged sharing my worry, she 
explained that she encourages her students to safeguard their own 
singularity in writing, noting how easily identifiable AI-generated 
phrasing tends to be. In fact, in the context of their final project, 
the process of engaging with AI helped them refine and strengthen 
their own voices. They wrote three different iterations with Way-
finder’s support and the version they landed on had minimal AI 
contribution.

I asked Stephanie what was at the core of her pedagogy for her 
own use, and for her students, and she shared it was about mind-
fulness. She argues that engaging with AI ultimately has to be an 
embodied practice, one where we breathe into our intentions, and 
ask questions such as: “Is this a question I might ask myself first? 
Do I need to respond myself? Is there something I need to do first 
before engaging? Do I need my own brainstorming first?” 

I realized through our conversation that AI has the potential to 
either uphold or compost the old ways (if engaged differently). 
And both realities exist in paradox without necessarily cancel-
ling each other. AI is not neutral. Its circuitry carries the scars of 
extraction, and categorizing it exclusively as a “tool of oppres-
sion” risks repeating modernity’s habit of binaries and separation. 
What Stephanie made obvious for me is that engagement is in fact 
where possibility lies. This isn’t about using AI better. It’s about 
engaging AI as an entangled being: minerals, memory, algorithms, 
histories, griefs. Which means the quality of the questions and the 
relational stance matter more than the “answers”. 

Regenerative engagement can look like:

•	 Slowing down instead of optimizing.
•	 Asking questions that open paradox, not close it.
•	 Naming complicity while still experimenting with new forms 

of relating.
•	 Letting AI be a compost-turner: stirring up denial, discomfort, 

curiosity, humor.

The point it is raising is that, yes, AI could be a “tool of oppres-
sion" as Stephanie shared with me, and in certain contexts it 
already is taking that direction, but that is not the only existing 
possibility.  With her dreamwork practice, and the pedagogies she 
applies with her students, Stephanie opens that question: 
“So what if this relationship could be different?”
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The Wisdom of Ubuntu 
Conversation with Wakanyi Hoffman

	 Wakanyi is an author, scholar of African Indigenous 
knowledge, and global spokesperson for the Ubuntu philosophy. 
Wakanyi’s work stretches across many vibrant constellations, but 
for the context of this article I will linger especially on her role 
as the research lead for Ethical African AI Design at Inclusive AI 
Lab (Utrecht University). Inclusive AI Lab is a women-led con-
sortium dedicated to help build inclusive and sustainable AI data, 
tools, services, and platforms, especially by centering the voices, 
needs, and knowledges of the global majority—those historical-
ly neglected or marginalized in mainstream frameworks and AI 
design. 

Engaging AI with Ubuntu 
	 Wakanyi reminds me that, if AI is Earthly, and it is, then it 
has agency. It no longer is something “imposed on me”, or “out of 
nowhere technology”, it is part of our ecosystems. This for me has 
been the most important shift of perspective. Because, when we 
stop ‘othering’ this technology, it moves us from estrangement to 
something we can enter into a relationship with. 
Acknowledging this reality is not without challenges, as public 
discourse tends to swing between two extremes: dystopia, with 
its fears of domination, and utopia, with its promises of salvation. 
“It’s a double-edged sword,” Wakanyi said. But for her, this is the 
essential starting point for any conversation about AI:

“AI literacy is crucial. Understanding what it is, that it is 
made of earth particles. It’s not something in the air, it is 
material. It guzzles energy. It takes water from the ground. 
If we get down to that basic quality of what it is — and not 
worry too much about what it’s going to do to us — then 
ultimately we’ll have to become smarter and more clever 
about how we use it.”

The Inclusive AI lab is uniquely positioned to talk about it be-
cause they are rooted in majority-world perspective—with mem-
bers from Kenya, China, Turkey, India, and beyond. Its work 

spans questions of gender, multicultural ethics, African AI sus-
tainability, de-biasing creative commons, and the environmental 
footprint of emerging technologies. 

The lab cultivates spaces of encounter and dialogue: workshops 
where artists, technologists, academics, and industry voices sit 
together in conversation. These workshops are less about produc-
ing immediate solutions than about widening awareness, nurturing 
co-learning, and honoring the dignity of diverse ways of knowing. 
What makes it unique, is their partnerships with industries:

“So it’s a very interdisciplinary space. The entire consorti-
um is made up of people from everywhere. Ikea is one of us, 
Adobe too, and others.”

At first, I felt a tension, large for-profit groups like IKEA are not 
usually who I have in mind when I think of advocates for regen-
erative practices. But that is exactly the point. Wakanyi and her 
peers bring a variety of voices together and offer them the oppor-
tunity to meet different perspectives, resources and capacities. I 
often find myself sharing stories with groups that already align 
with my values to some extent, which can create echo chambers. 
The real challenge lies in seizing opportunities to engage with 
mainstream spaces from within—those that hold significant influ-
ence over the dominant discourse. 

“The conversations we’ve had in our workshops have been 
incredible. There are many voices, which makes it very rich. 
You’d never have these conversations in one room other-
wise.”

I was captivated, because how can she bring the idea that AI is the 
Earth to tech engineers for example, how can she possibly hold 
space for such a variety of views? 

Wakanyi uses practices like Ubuntu Talking Circle. Ubuntu is an 
African philosophy and worldview, most often associated with 
southern Africa. The word comes from the Nguni Bantu languages 
(like Zulu and Xhosa) and is often translated as: “I am because we 
are” or “A person is a person through other persons.” 

https://inclusiveailab.org
https://inclusiveailab.org
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She invites participants to name the “elephants in the room” — 
from energy consumption, ecological harm, to profit-driven design 
— and listen across differences. 
Wakanyi explains that Ubuntu ethics are not just kindness and 
compassion — though those are embedded — but at the core, 
Ubuntu is about respect and dignity. She goes: 

“We’re not lacking understanding of what’s at stake. What’s 
going on is that we’re not dignifying our ways of knowing. 
If you have an indigenous wisdom keeper and a technologist 
in the same room, and they truly listen to each other through 
Ubuntu — seeing myself in your reality, hearing your lived 
experience — then dignity arises.”

Understanding Ubuntu is also about understanding that “place-
based knowledge holders are best placed to inform us of our path 
forward”, she said. This is a practice that calls for deep humility. 
For instance, only an Amazonian can truly grasp the lived reality 
of what it means to inhabit that land. “What lens do we need in 
order to see that what happens in Amazonia affects the Nether-
lands, affects Johannesburg?”, she asked. Well, it begins with 
sitting down and truly, deeply, listening to those who carry that 
lived experience.

“There’s no arguing with a Maasai saying: “The cows are 
dead because of what’s happening on the land.” That’s real-
ity. Place-based knowledge is what’s lacking.”

During the workshop, Wakanyi offers a theme to discuss, let’s say 
energy and environmental concerns, and asks everybody to share 
their perspective, while staying curious and open to meeting oth-
ers on equal ground. She shares on example: 

“What does the person who is purely business-transactional 
think about that?
Say Ikea — not blaming, but for example. They might be 
focused on profit.
Or Adobe might think about images.
Or the technologists who only look at numbers.

And then the humanities person, the philosopher, sitting next 
to them.
It becomes a space of creating solutions. Maybe we don’t 
create a solution, but we create an understanding of per-
spectives.”

The space is designed as a co-learning experience, one that can 
hold many stories at once and allow lived experience to be wit-
nessed, cared for, and interwoven with others. This is how AI 
literacy can be taught and integrated. 

I asked Wakayni how she dealt with the resistance that could 
arise in people coming from drastically different backgrounds. 
She shared with me a story of a time she gave a talk at Utrecht to 
business students. “These kids look up to Elon Musk, Peter Thiel, 
the tech bros. They really do and they never talked about ethics or 
engaging with communities.”  

She presented an ethical framework: co-creating with community 
when building for community. Their first response was to apply 
the only method they knew: if you’ve got an idea, a project, find 
funding and break things quickly. 
Wakanyi replied: “Well, you could do that, but you’ll run into 
problems. That’s why many startups fail. Or… you could co-create 
with the community. Then you have buy-in, trust, all the things 
you’d work towards anyway.”

She didn’t ask them to abandon their objectives, or stop being 
for-profit. Rather she gently invited them to reflect with questions 
like: “Can you think this way? If this was your neighborhood, and 
I came in to design something with or without you, how likely am 
I to succeed?” 

What she made clear was that success is unlikely without first 
building trust with communities. Because “it’s not a question of 
knowledge, but of who holds the knowledge.You want to work 
with knowledge holders.” 
She planted a seed that day, and the professor of the class report-
ed back to Wakanyi that the students were so inspired that some 
changed their business models to incorporate Ubuntu ethics.
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I share their sentiment of inspiration. If Ubuntu can shift the 
consciousness of young business minds, maybe its roots can also 
reach the boardrooms of companies like Ikea or Adobe, softening 
the edges of profit with reciprocity.
That is also what she is striving for with AI: to embed place-based 
knowledge and majority-world perspectives into the models. 
Wakanyi describes people as “unpaid data workers.” Most of us 
were never hired by OpenAI or Google, yet our data feeds their 
systems. Naming this dynamic can help reaffirm people’s auton-
omy and, importantly, their responsibility—both individually and 
collectively.

For Wakanyi if AI is truly global, then access and literacy must go 
hand in hand. The “colonial hesitation,” as she calls it—the reluc-
tance to provide equal access to this technology everywhere—is 
deeply problematic. It reinforces existing power dynamics and 
prevents AI models from being shaped by the full range of com-
plex lived realities.

As she puts it: “If everyone has access, and everyone can repair 
it, then it’s a good technology. If only one person holds the knowl-
edge, and we all depend on them, we’re in big trouble. “And right 
now,” she added, “we are in big trouble.”

In reflecting on how we choose to engage with AI, she recalls a 
story where a man in a large ship ignores the warnings of someone 
in a humble canoe and ends up in dangerous rapids. For her, this 
story carries a vital lesson: our “elders” are the indigenous peoples 
and cultures who have carried wisdom across generations. Their 
role is not simply to watch from the margins, but to guide. Re-cen-
tering these voices means recognizing that speed and power alone 
are not wisdom; knowing the way, walking with the land, and 
listening to those who came before us is what can keep us from 
being swept away.
What Wakanyi and her peers are trying to achieve at the Inclusive 
AI Lab, is to make sure that we listen to the canoe’s warming. 

Homecoming
“AI is not new. It's just new to us now.”

Wakanyi shared that with me during our conversation, “It’s not a 
new technology. We've been predicting things for a long time.”

That felt like a homecoming. 

AI isn’t knowledge, it can only predict patterns, it’s based on 
mathematical calculations. It doesn’t give us real answers. 
She tells me that ancient communities, like the Ifa in Nigeria, had 
a whole divination process. They read the bones, the rocks, the 
shells. For the longest time divination processes, or predictive 
models — were thought to be mystical, but it was just pattern 
reading, she said. 

“You’re reading the pattern to see what could be going on. And 
you ask questions: Who are you? Where are you from? Who are 
your people? What’s going on in your neighborhood? How many 
chickens have you got? What education do you have? How many 
people are in your house? From that, these very intelligent people 
would pick up a pattern of your behavior, your story, and predict 
what could happen.”

The only difference, according to Wakanyi, is that indigenous 
or ancient communities were not in it as a transactional process. 
They were in it as a relational process. The whole algorithmic de-
sign of AI right now is to keep people in that extractive space, on 
and on. It’s not engineered to repair relationships. But it could be. 

“If we can understand this, then maybe we have an opportunity. 
We must move from fear — the fear that you and I had — to-
wards: “If this is not new, can we figure out how we can work with 
it to prevent the damage?”  
I release a deep and long exhale. AI never had the answers nor did 
it carry my grief.

“From an indigenous perspective, the river is an extension of the 
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water in your body. You wouldn’t do harm to that river.”
If we take this to heart, then working with AI becomes an act of 
responsibility.

Concluding Thoughts 
	 It is possible that one can have more questions than an-
swers by the time they reach this point in the article. In truth, I 
should hope so. Perhaps that unknowing is the most honest place 
to stand. To resist the impulse of certainty is, in itself, an act of 
learning. Perhaps, our task is not simply to learn about AI, nor 
to treat it as an abstract “issue” to be solved. But to  learn with 
one another, to stay in the weave of relation, across communities, 
across species, across dreams, across the cracks in the clock.

In between the cracks and failures of Modernity’s structure, some 
seeds of possibilities are flourishing. The hope to deconstruct 
our economy, to move power away from corporations and into 
communities, to decentralize production and thereby changing 
the very core of what teaching and learning could be in the return 
to the land, body and waters is possible. Perhaps a reality that is 
possible with the help of AI. Stephanie and Wakanyi’s work are 
reminders that we all have the agency to shift paradigms of de-
struction: from transactional to relational. Dreamwork and Ubuntu 
ethics are the kind of practices that can support our way forward, 
but it requires to come from a place of radical honesty. To dare 
acknowledge that AI is another expression of the same cultural 
metabolism that produced the crises we’re trying to outgrow. It’s 
modernity’s child: raised on the logics of optimization, separation, 
and control. But children grow in surprising directions when the 
soil shifts. 

To address the role of AI within education requires to challenge 
education itself as well. Instead of mastering more information, 
education needs to support learners to practice metabolizing 
discomfort, ambiguity, complicity and decay. Wakanyi and Steph-
anie showed me that their role was about helping students stay in 
relationship with what feels uncertain, contradictory, even painful, 
until something new can emerge. They hold space for something 
wiser to be born, and for elders’ stories to be heard. And this kind 

of teaching can’t really be automated; it’s inherently embodied, re-
lational, and slow. It’s the work of cultivating atmospheres where 
learning feels like composting—messy, warm, alive. Their work 
outlines how AI is both the symptom and the seed: proof of how 
far modernity’s disembodiment has gone, and a possible compan-
ion in learning our way back into relational intelligence.

Wakanyi and Stephanie have shown me areas where AI (if the 
engagement is relationally grounded) could be developed to 
disrupt the deficiencies of the existing education system.With 
chatbots like ‘Wayfinder’ AI could offer qualitative feedback, 
help reflect on process rather than outcome, assist in portfolios, 
self-assessment and peer assessment. AI can be designed with 
ethics like Ubuntu to connect curricula with local/global issues, 
indigenous ways of knowing and decolonial language. Therefore, 
it could help gather, contextualize multiple voices, local histories 
and credit place-based knowledge holders. We can also imagine 
how automation can support teachers with tedious tasks (sched-
uling, sending reminders, basic feedback) freeing more space for 
relational work: mentoring, individualized support, reflection with 
students, pedagogical innovation. The same way AI can deepen 
existing gaps, it can also be explored as a bridge (e.g. translation, 
adaptive support) especially in under-resourced areas. For exam-
ple, in Swaraj University in India, learners have been using AI 
to overcome structural discrimination linked to limited English 
proficiency. 

However, let’s keep in mind that none of what is being shared here 
is linear nor universally true. Which is why I insist on the fact that 
each and every aspect of this exploration must be treated with care 
and critical discernment. I feel like this conversation is shedding 
light on the importance of remaining awake and aware that real-
ities never exist as isolated cells, but rather as an interconnected 
organism. Possibilities hide between the crevices of the most 
destructive stories. And naming those possibilities should never 
come at the cost of erasing the wounds.

In this weaving, the prospect of regeneration still lives. Not in 
the machine itself, but in the ways we dare to imagine around it, 
resist within it, and co-create despite it. If we can hold paradox as 

https://www.swarajuniversity.org
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a teacher, then AI might become less a threat to our humanness 
and more a mirror, showing us what kind of learners, kin, and 
dreamers we wish to become. And perhaps that is the true work of 
education in an age of artificial intelligence: to remember that no 
matter what technologies arise, it is our relations, our courage, and 
our capacity to imagine otherwise that will carry us forward. 

The key question becomes less “How do we make AI ethical?” 
and more 
“How do we relate with it in ways that deepen accountability to 
the web of life?”; 
“What forms of knowledge (creativity, relational intelligence, 
embodied skills) are impossible for AI to teach, and how should 
curricula prioritize them?”;
“How can marginalized voices and ways of knowing shape AI in 
classrooms and beyond?”;
“What responsibilities do we have to those whose labor, knowl-
edge, or lives are embedded in the creation and operation of AI 
systems?”

I have found a certain comfort in understanding that AI, or any 
technology, is not alien, but a manifestation of Earth, urging me 
to care for its fragments, to trace where they have come from, 
and to imagine where they might go. I have sat with anger, frus-
tration, and grief. I have felt held by the teachings of Stephanie 
and Wakanyi, and by the presence of all those who have nurtured 
my inquiry. I have hoped to see seeds take root in soil that was 
wounded. I have feared they would not. Every emotion has flowed 
through my body. 
I began this piece by saying that now, more than ever, is a crucial 
time for slowing down. What I know now — after learning more 
about AI — is that I want to go even slower. To attend. To breathe. 
To notice the body of learning, the flesh of knowledge, the soil of 
attention.

AI will not carry our care, our joy, or our remembering. It cannot. 
But perhaps it can reflect back to us the intentions, the biases, and 
the generosity we carry. It can hold a mirror to our collective im-
agination. And if we are careful, if we are present, if we are slow 
enough to see, it might just help us remember what we already 

know: that learning, at its heart, is relational. 
I carve stories of resistance into the beast’s deepest scars. As I re-
member the gentleness of my grandmother’s hands, I kneel down, 
and bend my head to rest gently on the soil to listen to the whis-
pers of the land, a voice too ancient to be tamed: 

“Welcome back home”.
 

In between the cracks and failures - Film photograph by me. 

PS: I used AI to correct potential grammar mistakes as English is 
not my native language, and punctuation reframe without chang-
ing any of my words. 

Malaury is a storyteller working at the in-
tersections of multispecies solidarity, ecolog-
ical justice, and collective imagination. With a 
background in Environmental Geography and 
a Master’s in Engaged Ecology from Schu-
macher College, their research has explored 
how neurodivergent ways of sensing and re-
lating can open pathways to deeper connec-
tion with the more-than-human world.

Their work invites a reimagining of ecological 
well-being through intersectional, embodied, 
and decolonial lenses, uplifting often-over-
looked voices and nurturing spaces of reci-
procity across species boundaries. 



137 138

Revaluing Value
By rubén darío 

Preface
	 Shit. It has to be perfect, only if it’s perfect it counts. 
Dude, only if it’s perfect you count. No way, I won’t make it, it’s 
too much…

A quick chess game and now, let’s write… Fuck, I lost, I can’t 
lose this dumbly dude, another… Damn, lost again. No way, I 
can’t stop playing with my ELO below 800. Hell yeah, I won. 
Another. Another. Another. 837. Ok, now, let’s write.
How the hell am I going to say everything that needs saying? 
“Re-imagining evaluation”, yeah, but it’s not that easy. E-va-lua-
tion—You measure what you value, so we have to talk about what 
we value as a society, and why we value what we value, and that’s 
really fucked because we don’t know why we value what we val-
ue. And then, do we really value it? Or do we value other things, 
and when we die we say… fuck, how I wasted my life on bullshit. 
And we become super good at doing things… that don’t matter 
that much.

Dude, Stein, Hooks, Schmachtenberger, Eisenstein, Bates, Ako-
molafe, Gabor Maté and Michael Brown… a mix of everything 
they’ve ever said about evaluating. Hell yeah, this will be damn 
good. Let’s check some videos, and some quotes, for inspiration…

Fuck, now I have 18 pages of stuff this crew has said. How the 
hell am I going to condense all this shit into a page and a half?
And on top, they want me to talk from my experience, from my 
wound. Fuck it… Sometimes I don’t even know what I lived or 
felt… thinking seems easier, feeling is too messy… but OK… I’ll 
feel… some memories come… ugh, that one’s not good… oh shit, 
that one neither… I didn’t remember that one, my mind blocked it 
for a reason…

No no, TOO messy… I’m hungry, a snack to recharge… with a 
ton of spicy sauce to kick…
…How’s the story I posted on Instagram? Tsss, few likes, whatev-
er.
Another quick chess game. Hell yeah dude, almost 900 ELO. A 
nap, right? Power nap, then we go…

But damn, this shit hits hard. A ton of people growing up trying 
to fit into categories assigned by who knows who, just to climb 
social hierarchy and become impressive. Seen, recognized, ap-
proved, better than. Studying to become good at things that don’t 
really matter, or that matter in a context, in a system that fucks 
over other things that matter more. Too huge.
No way, delivery day and you barely advanced… but how about 
your damn chess, snacks, naps, and Instagram. See, idiot. Better 
say something happened and you won’t submit the essay…

No, I do want to submit… I’ll go run to clear my head and get 
back to it…

You want to cover everything. Can’t do a single simple thing 
well. Nooo, hell yeah, you want everything magical, transcendent, 
magnificent, the world changes because of this essay… yeah, hell 
yeah, you want it special because if not, you don’t count.

Did you see the essay you wrote 8 years ago? Now, no fucking 
way you’d write like that… what happened dude?... leave it, like 
you abandon everything that gets hard… Did you see how your 
fellowship mates write? Dude, they write little shit, poetic as hell, 
real. They have talent…

Should read more Bayo, that dude writes very poetic, to get in-
spired…There you go again, wanting to be like someone else…
This conversation didn’t really happen. I wrote it as a game, a 
roleplay. Its intention: before talking about the forms and effects 
of prevailing ethics and evaluation practices in school contexts, 
to illustrate in an extreme way how school voices emerge from 
internalizing, through contextual osmosis, the mandates of central-
ized, always-external authorities, features of pyramidal collective 
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intelligence structures, belonging to most conventional schools. 
These authorities determine rhythms and forms, punish those who 
challenge, reward those who please. Determine responses and 
questions. Measure what culture treasures, e-valuate, I mean, de-
cide what counts and what doesn’t, who counts and who doesn’t; 
decide how to find value: judging, comparing, competing, infusing 
contexts with scarce incentives in order to breed power struggles.
*In the preface I used the verb to be for dramatic effect; from 
now on I will not use the verb to be, this practice carries the name 
E-prime (English prime).

Being and Becoming
	 The spell of forgetting has a wide mouth, a long tongue, 
though it moves with quiet whispers. Never shouts, advances 
through the best hiding spot: everyone’s sight. A lethal trade: for-
get the face, gain the mask.
I grew up looking at my worth through other people’s  eyes, man-
ufacturing a persona (from Latin persōna, where sound passes, 
“actor’s mask” or theatrical character) and tailoring a mask to ex-
tract attention, support, approval. Suppress my being and sacrifice 
authenticity so I could belong. 

School amplified this pattern, it operates under the same dynamics 
deliberately, by design: shaping people in order to fit an economic 
system, rewarding compliance and punishing deviation. School 
rejects spontaneity, avoids complexity, wants simplicity and stan-
dard. Its mantra: obey and produce. Mineralize to control, trying 
to turn identity into an object, hiding its real nature: a process, 
changing, alive.

Intelligences, wisdoms, expressions that clash with system rigor, 
vanish. Each unmeasurable creative gesture, each unquantifiable 
expression of curiosity, each emotion straying from norm dis-
appears from attention. Energy follows attention, what receives 
attention grows, what doesn’t, perishes. School molds bodies and 
minds to fit external expectations, suppressing gut feelings, im-
pulses, ideas, talents that otherwise could grow free and become 
raw material for crafting meaningful lives. To survive the game, 
identities conform and self-censorship reigns.

To gain acceptance, surpass natural self. Punishments, conditional 
approval (or lack thereof) trigger primal fears: no approval=no 
care=no survival.  A vulnerable young child’s mind functions 
like this. Do everything to earn the star on the forehead. Pretend, 
pretend, pretend, repeat until it becomes a habit; deep within, 
constantly, feeling like a fraud, while at some level the self-im-
age solidifies. Looking inward triggers terror: surely something 
unacceptable appears, reminding me of my unworthiness. When 
the shadows arise, better project them onward… One learns to 
sacrifice the natural self that emerges effortlessly, for the rewards 
of becoming.

Relationships also suffered. Mental images of “the right self” 
eclipsed truth, warped bonds, intimacy became platonic, distant. 
Survival mechanisms forging expression, calculated gestures, 
transactional and extractive dynamics made the vital need for true 
connection with others, non-viable to meet. Not to mention, the 
vital need of connecting with myself.

“Falling through the crack
I hear the voice
Of the bliss of being
That precedes the duty of becoming.”

You Measure What You Treasure
	 Conventional education measures what Human Capital 
Theory treasures, glorifying values of extraction and enhancing 
social dynamics that feed productivity and competition; it pre-
pares people to participate and excel in the same dynamics that 
create the problems that conventional educations says it wants to 
solve, it continues to bridge the gap between me and myself, me 
and others and me and the more than human. The exams, metrics 
and standards we see on the field optimize individual performance 
for an economic system prioritizing blind efficiency, unaware of 
the collapse and the understanding of what it means to optimize 
integral well-being. This orientation reduces human complexity 
to quantifiable data, ignoring dimensions like creativity, empathy, 
self-awareness and a dignified intimacy with other humans and the 
more than human world.
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More sick people, GDP rises; factories overproduce and pollute, 
GDP rises; genocides happen, GDP rises. Schools follow the same 
logic: judge a tree’s value by how many boards or paper sheets 
we can get, judge and evaluate a person by how much they can 
increase productivity and profit.

The Metacrisis and the Poly-crisis, with all its disastrous effects, 
originate in a value crisis. We built systems that reward control, 
efficiency, and prediction, while neglecting wisdom, beauty, and 
care. Conventional education absorbed this logic, teaching people 
to perform within collapsing structures instead of learning to per-
ceive their collapse. Our schools reverberate with confusion, they 
perpetuate the very logic that wounds our hearts, allocating value 
to (and assessing) what destroys all that we hold sacred and what 
exists as factually vital to sustain Life, while calling it progress. 
They rely on the same dogmas, paradigms, structures and social 
technologies that create the problems they say they want to solve, 
and perpetuate the antithesis of the values they claim to cultivate. 

In this liminal space between worlds, education must carry the 
responsibility of regeneration. The way we facilitate capacity cre-
ation, evaluate, and relate will decide whether we deepen collapse 
or seed coherence. Education as a mere movement of transmitting 
information has become obsolete; we find ourselves in a moment 
where it must direct all its energy to find right placement and rela-
tionship to become able to respond to the crises, to one another, to 
the more than human world, falling through the cracks of a failed 
system to meet knowledge and wisdom in service of Life.  
This should not exist as a distant, improbable vision. Across the 
world, some already steward this transition. Let 's meet them.

Cracking Colonialist Oblivion Into 
Re-Membering
	 Michelle Pressend works at the intersection of environ-
mental sociology, decolonial thought, and relational pedagogy. 
At the University of Cape Town, she coordinates the TRAJECTS 
hub, an Ecoversity space for exploring transitions in energy, 
climate, and sustainability. Her experience spans activism, NGO 
work, and a PhD that she describes as “a space to experiment with 

methodologies that go beyond the separation of human/nature or 
dualist ways of thinking.” Her classrooms become spaces where 
students, knowledge, and the more-than-human world dance be-
yond the usual subject-object perception and relationship.

She starts our conversation with her own unlearning, reflecting on 
her PhD as a period where long-held assumptions cracked open, 
becoming obsolete: “Part of the unlearning journey is to ques-
tion the dominance of the Western culture, the way we learn, the 
way we assess, the way we relate to ourselves, to others and the 
non-human world.” Walking into a university informed by colo-
nial ways of education, standardized assessment, and extractive 
notions of progress, she found ways to pivot. She created assess-
ment approaches where expression and relationship mattered as 
much as demonstration of mastery.

One of her first classroom experiments as a professor in the Envi-
ronmental Sociology program involved asking students to express 
understanding through poetry or art rather than essays. “One 
group of students… I asked them to think through: what might 
it look like if it’s a poem, if it’s a piece of artwork… I was quite 
amazed how the students were open to this sort of way of assess-
ment.” A student brought a notebook filled with sketches of local 
trees, soil textures, and patterns of cultivation she remembered 
from her grandmother’s farm. Another student constructed a small 
model of a wetland, documenting every plant and water flow she 
observed. Knowledge emerged through pathways of body and 
heart,  memory, and curiosity, instead of conforming to habitual 
formats, reigned by, almost exclusively, rational logic.

She highlights the cultural (hence the schooling) patterns some 
students carry. Many arrive grounded in Western notions of hierar-
chy and extraction, “the values of progress or hierarchy… seeing 
things as things to take and extract and not in relationships.” She 
shares a story about students visiting a local farm. One, hesitant 
at first, returned with detailed drawings and reflections, noting the 
care required for planting maize. “I remember the way my grand-
mother cultivated maize, and I suddenly feel proud of it.” Michelle 
highlights that “… the sort of ways that Western modernity sees 
as taboo or unscientific or cultural, we begin to bring that into the 
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conversation.” Remembering reshapes their sense of possibility 
and agency among this potential, facilitating the move from learn-
ing to please, perform and survive, to learning to feel, connect, 
and understand through direct experience as a way to bring to the 
surface the seemingly forgotten wealth in our human experiences 
outside of the frame of the so called “development”.

Michelle’s work extends beyond UCT. The Mobile School and 
Global Academy follow real-world projects in energy, food, and 
climate. These are projects that stretch beyond the classroom and 
bring students into the field. During a road trip exploring renew-
ables, students received a simple prompt: reflect on your learning 
in any form. A girl from a coal-mining town wrote a poem ques-
tioning extractive approaches to solar energy: “If this is the way 
it’s done, then I’m really just not interested in that kind of solar 
energy extract.” 

She has awareness of the more-than-human world as a crucial 
element in classroom projects. Soil, rivers, wind, and plants take 
an active role in inquiry, ancestral voices echoing and informing. 
One student designed a small solar-powered oven, connecting 
physics with food traditions and social practices. Long unveiled 
epistemologies become visible again, transcending the resistance 
of a system needs not to make room for the complexity of a living 
world, and insists in mineralizing it into lethal standardization.
 
She tells a story of a student group mapping renewable energy 
potentials in a small village. Instead of submitting reports alone, 
students presented their observations through photos, sketches, 
and dialogue with community members. The community’s in-
put shifted students’ understanding of local needs and histories. 
Assessment, in Michelle’s approach, includes feedback loops 
from people, land, and ecosystems. Students learn how to opti-
mize knowledge by making it participatory, circulating in shared 
response-ability with the community, reflecting lived experience, 
and responding to community and ecological needs.

Learners share their experiences with water management in 
community; another tracking seasonal variations in a river while 
weaving stories from elders; groups sketching maps of edible 

landscapes and noting every interaction between plants, soil, and 
people. Through Michelle’s work, students begin to shift their 
understanding of value. They notice what counts outside progress 
narratives and pay attention to local ecosystems, and reconnect 
with cultural memory. They craft knowledge in communion with 
other beings around them, nurture curiosity, and carry responsi-
bility for consequences of their ideas. One student told her after 
a project, “You changed the way I think about work, about learn-
ing… about how I move in the world.” 

Relationships existing as the medium and context of learning, 
remain across time. Students maintain contact years after leaving 
her courses, sharing reflections and insights. “You know, I know, 
I think differently.” Michelle and her work exist as a threshold 
for changes in perception, attention, and care. Students notice 
interdependence and approach problem-solving with awareness 
of ethical and relational dimensions, reminding us that education 
thrives when students and teachers inhabit the learning together, 
connected to the world around them, and open to what emerges in 
dialogue, observation, and reflection.

Self-Direction and Scaffolding the 
Transition Between Worlds. 
	
	 Tomis Parker belongs to the co-founding wave of the 
Agile Learni	 ng Centers Network, he also co-founded its flag-
ship community ALC NYC, and later on ALC Mosaic (Charlotte, 
North Carolina) where he currently holds coherence. For more 
than a decade he has supported the creation of learning communi-
ties built on self-direction, collaboration and emergence. His work 
draws from unschooling and radical experiments in education. 

The Agile Learning Model exists as a living prototype for post-
school education –  not a reformulation of conventional school-
ing, but a radically different context for learning. Instead of fixed 
classes, mandated curricula and grades, ALCs rest on two core 
pillars: intentional decentralized culture creation and self-directed 
education.
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This model rejects the idea that people need control to learn and 
replaces power dynamics and obedience with trust. According 
to Tomis, there are four roots that describes their philosophy: 1) 
learning happens naturally and all the time, 2) people learn best 
when they make their own decisions, 3) people learn through 
experience (from culture as much as content), and 4) growth and 
evolution emerges through positive feedback cycles of Intention, 
Creation, Reflection and Sharing. Tomis shares: “Learning for the 
sake of learning, collaborating with a group for the sake of what 
you experience together rather than doing it to get a pat on the 
back… that’s one of the biggest un-learnings that has to happen 
for anyone.”

This model understands that skills develop BEST alongside hu-
man connection, in environments where students access validation 
through their mere existence and their contribution, rather than 
through comparison, competition, or arbitrary grades; environ-
ments where they don’t have to sacrifice authenticity and self-ex-
pression in order to belong, become seen, recognized and loved.

Caleb, one of the learners at Mosaic, shared with him and other 
facilitators “At Mosaic, you get a lot of freedom to do what you 
want and learn  what you want to learn. We have a really good 
community. Everyone is  nice and when you want help everyone 
will help you. I have learned that I have human rights and I can 
choose what I want to do. One day I want to  run a business. I’ve 
learned that when I argue with people I need to walk away and 
take some time before I come back and apologize. I’ve learned 
how to be involved and engaged in our community. I’ve learned 
how to stand up  for people and have made new friends. …”

In Tomis’ work, assessment means becoming aware, recognition, 
narrative and reflection; not comparison, competition or ranking. 
Conventional schools declare “you must know this, by this time, 
this way.” The model he practices reverse it: “If you begin with 
curiosity and gifts, what emerges? How do we name and share it 
so others see its value?”. Learners document their choices: what 
they tried, how they failed and succeeded, how they changed it, 
what they reflect on. Skills such as conflict integration, collabora-
tion, curiosity and self-organization surface. To make this emer-

gent learning visible without forcing it into conventional molds, 
Tomis co-develops Prism: a digital portfolio platform that docu-
ments “learning moments” rather than performance, grades or test 
results. Prism allows learners to:

•	 Capture moments: photos, notes, reflections, videos, from 
daily experiences.

•	
•	 Tag them with values, skills, or domains: collaboration, 

design, emotional regulation, ecology, storytelling, etc.
•	
•	 Visualize growth as recurring themes and evolving capacities 

appear.
•	
•	 Compose narratives for colleges, apprenticeships, or employ-

ers without surrendering authenticity.

A learner who builds the rain-catchment system logs sketches, 
measurements, feedback cycles, and reflections. Prism tracks each 
iteration, showing her evolution not as a score but as a story, evi-
dence that she solves problems, collaborates, and persists. Another 
learner documents months of filmmaking: storyboarding, sound 
editing, conflict resolution with peers. Over time, Prism becomes 
both a map and a memory, showing how projects connect across 
stages of development. Prism translates emergent learning into 
language the outside world understands, without flattening its 
essence.

“It allows me to still continue a life where I don’t have to sacrifice 
my authenticity in order to belong to whatever circle and then still 
participate in the world in a way that feels balanced between my 
ideals and my values and the current structures of the world,” he 
says. Prism also cultivates self-reflection, helping students recog-
nize recurring interests, strengths, learning strategies, and poten-
tial pathways for contribution and career exploration.

Tomis and his community live within the tension of the transition 
between worlds.   Learners grow inside ecosystems that reject 
comparison and compliance, yet some will still participate in insti-
tutions and organizations that expect them, even when the ethos of 
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the ALC model consists in creating stories, structures and para-
digms that integrate and transcend the obsolescence of oppressive 
and limiting systems. That dissonance exposes the depth of the 
transformation required. Mosaic doesn’t aim to fix the school sys-
tem; rather, it creates another organism that invites those ready to 
walk beyond schooling’s paradigm while still moving through its 
collapsing structures. As learners step into adulthood, this tension 
turns practical. They cross from self-directed spaces into univer-
sities, workplaces, and economies shaped by standardized metrics 
and competition. 

Unlike experiments that withdraw entirely, Tomis acknowledges 
this crossing as part of some people’s journey. Tomis voices a rel-
evant question for his work: How can learners cultivate autonomy, 
creativity, and collaboration while navigating a world still domi-
nated by conventional structures, expectations, and pressures? 

When graduates meet those structures, friction arrives. The gap 
between inner coherence and outer demanded conformity suggests 
a path of transformation. Within that scenario, tools like Prism and 
the cultivated intentionality, skills and practices for composing 
one’s own learning processes, help learners move across worlds. 

The Agile Learning Model and the work of Tomis hold assessment 
as an act of listening rather than ranking or grading, a practical 
way of noticing what wants to emerge and grow, where meaning-
ful learning reveals itself through stories and relationships.

Dis-covering The Sacred
	 What calls for our attention? What longs for our care? 
What wants a place in conversation? Where do we keep getting 
stuck?

Pause. 

Return to your body. Feel it. 
Direct all of your attention to your breath.
Breathe comfortably, deeply. Slightly deeper each time…

Keep breathing.
I invite you to play. Come.
Keep breathing.
We start…
Your end approaches…your death approaches.
Unavoidably.

A few minutes left, this journey across Earth, Universe, through 
your unique, unrepeatable form, concludes…
Imagine and feel the last moments of your life… take your time.

Notice your body—what arises?
The journey…almost arriving at its end… 
What a ride… Uff… Wow…
Before leaving, allow yourself to Remember. Move attention from 
head to Heart…
Ask yourself:
What holds the greatest value in this, your life? 
What has nourished you the most?
Which moments do you treasure the most?

Now… if you had to build an altar with your most sacred and vital 
elements of your Life on Earth, before you left, what would we see 
on this altar?
Take time, let your body feel.

Keep breathing, when ready… continue.
Close your eyes and create this Sacred Altar of your Life on Earth. 
See it, feel it…Thank it. And when you finish, open your eyes.

The conversations with Michelle and Tomis gave me insight to 
what is needed so desperately. The thrum of the machine still 
grips our systems, and though we are resisting within classrooms 
like Michelle’s and within schools like Tomis’ there is still a need 
to rupture and restructure the entire system so that these ways of 
relating become widely accepted. We cannot simply heal for the 
machine. I imagine a world in which people’s portfolios, holding 
their stories, are what get them opportunities for work, where we 
do not learn in an unconventional way to test in conventional tests. 
It is time we give ourselves the opportunity to step away from the 
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certificates, diplomas and degrees that have chained our society 
for too long. 

Hola! Well…You didn’t leave. You remain here. A new moment, 
what a Gift…
What would it mean and look like to create Life around the most 
sacred?

How do you already do it?
Where do you still feed the obsolete systems and why?
Energy follows attention…What worlds grow when we measure 
what we actually treasure?

What realities come to life when we rip open the veil of “prog-
ress” to dis-cover the truth of our Human Heart?

We move through collapsing systems 
with Mystery spilling out from our pockets 
and the pulse of novelty throbbing under our skin.
We mumble unspoken languages into form,
while holding the paradox without closing our fists.
Every pursuit of curiosity stretches the bridge a little further.
When choosing trust over control,
compassion over judgement,
love over fear,
We arrive.
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Decolonizing My 
Education: Un-
learning Through 
the Ecoverse
By: Ansiima Casinga Rolande 

	 Colonization was never only about land-grabbing or white 
domination. It was and still is about a mindset, a way of shap-
ing how people see themselves and others. In my homeland, the 
Congo, for example, colonization came with blood, chains, and 
exploitation, but also with a story; a story that told us who was 
superior, who was civilized, and who was not. It erased cultures, 
rewrote histories, and replaced collective knowledge with systems 
designed to control and extract. But this same colonizing logic did 
not stop with just the politics of the African continent. It also lived 
in the schools that taught us to compete instead of to connect, to 
separate from nature and ourselves within imposed religions, and 
to repeat the same colonial ways of thinking within “modern” 
movements that claimed to liberate us.

Before Europeans reached Africa, they had already colonized 
themselves, their lands, their communities, and their minds. In Eu-
rope, colonization manifested as rigid hierarchies, social control, 
religious domination, and the suppression of local and indigenous 
knowledge. The power of kings, the Church, and later industri-
al-military systems taught people obedience, competition, and 
domination. Nature was conquered through centralized agricul-
ture, industry, and extraction; communities were divided through 
social and economic hierarchies. This self-colonization created 

a mindset that later projected outward, imagining the rest of the 
world as territory to control and people to dominate.

For many, decolonization became a political slogan, a process 
of independence and self-rule, however, the deeper structures of 
control remained untouched. The education systems of the Global 
South still train workers to serve Western economies instead of 
thinkers for their own societies. Global institutions dominated by 
Western ideologies still define what “progress” looks like. Even 
social movements meant to heal from anti-racism to colorblind-
ness sometimes end up reproducing the very hierarchies they 
claim to fight.  Colonization today may wear different faces, but 
its essence remains: domination disguised as development, heal-
ing, freedom, inclusion or modernity. Indeed, many universities 
claim to offer courses on decolonization while actually continuing 
to validate and propagate the same colonial institutional structures 
and assumptions. 

For me, true decolonization is not just about changing who holds 
institutional power, but changing our relationship with power 
itself. It means unlearning the systems that taught us that knowl-
edge comes only from the West, that education must produce 
obedience, and that difference is a threat instead of a gift. It means 
remembering that colonization began long before it reached Africa 
when Europe first colonized its own people and nature and that 
liberation must happen on both sides of history. Only when we 
free our minds, our movements, and our imaginations from colo-
nial ways of thinking can we begin to rebuild a world rooted in 
connection, humility, and love for all life.

How I Began My Decolonial Journey
	 I was born in the Democratic Republic of Congo, a 
country at 	 the heart of Africa, rich in life and beauty. The 
Oriental Forest in Congo is the second largest tropical rainforest 
in the world after the Amazon, and it is home to various plants 
and animals, many of which are found nowhere else on Earth. The 
Congo River is the deepest river in the world, second in water vol-
ume, and ninth in length. The land is full of minerals and natural 
wonders that draw people from all over the world. But to me, the 
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most beautiful part of Congo is its people, with over 500 dialects, 
about 250 tribes, and more than a thousand clans, each with its 
own warmth, traditions, foods, cultures, clothes … And mostly the 
people are very welcoming, warm, and friendly. But this is just the 
beautiful side of a complex reality.

In 1885, Congo was named “Congo Free State,” and it was a pri-
vate entity of King Leopold II of Belgium. It was taken out of fear 
and intimidation towards the local rulers and people right after 
the transatlantic slavery trade. His regime was full of “state-sanc-
tioned slavery” accompanied by local exploitation, mass forced 
labour, human trade… This “Free State” ended in 1908 when 
Belgium formally colonized the country. 

Then came the colonization, which was different in scope and im-
pact but, in many ways, more devastating, because it targeted the 
whole country and not just individuals or clans, disrupting ways of 
life and systems. It went beyond forced labor; it institutionalized 
violence, exploitation, and cultural erasure, embedding inequality 
and broken systems that persist to this day, and one of them is the 
educational system. 

Belgium agreed to leave and give us “independence,” but never 
really undid the damage they had done. By law they were gone, 
but in truth they were still present in every part of the country: in 
our legislation, in our education, in the cultures they forced on 
us, in the factories and mines they placed us into, and in the very 
principles they taught us to live by. Decolonization did not remove 
the colonizer’s systems; it only changed names. We were left 
with wounds, with systems not made for us, and with no space to 
rebuild in our own way. So we stayed there, trapped in the same 
cycle, calling it independence but still carrying their weight, now 
we want to challenge and question these systems to keep what is 
good and change what does not serve our best interests as a people 
and country.

A dark side of this beautiful country is also the decades of conflict 
that have shaken every corner of the country, breaking families 
apart, disrupting clans, and eroding cultural traditions. My home-
town of Goma grew less and less safe with so much killing, many 

rebel groups forming, robberies in all parts of the town, kidnap-
pings, rapes, and all other inhumane crimes you can imagine. It 
was a place with no security at all for anyone, not the lower-class 
people nor the upper class, who were also targeted for their af-
fluence. I, just like many children, grew up in this situation, but 
as we grew, it started to feel more and more like it was just the 
normal world. We’d pray so hard to see another day alive, never 
go out after dark, always walk in groups even during daytime, and 
take all the other precautions we were told from a young age for 
protection. Before I knew how to count well, I had memorized my 
mother’s phone number, though it was mostly babbling, but in a 
rhythm that someone could guess the numbers. A child learned 
this as soon as they could speak something because no one actual-
ly knew what would happen tomorrow, and even if people got sep-
arated, that saved a lot of children and brought them back to their 
parents. Though we always hoped for the situation to get better, it 
actually worsened as time went by until my family finally decided 
to leave in search of peace. I was 15. 

In April 2018, my family arrived at the Nakivale refugee settle-
ment in Uganda, our new home. It was a very different reality 
from the one we had known. The houses were too small; many 
were built with tarps. The exposed bricks didn’t look profession-
ally made, and I quickly learned they were just mud. It was unset-
tling, and it reminded me of the mud houses we used to build as 
children for fun. No matter how big we made them, I would never 
have wanted to live in one. But there I was, staring at a real one 
that would now be my home.

The roof looked old. The walls felt fragile, like they could col-
lapse at any moment. The house had only four small rooms: one 
for our parents, one for the boys, one for the girls, and a tiny sit-
ting room with two short chairs. I entered the girls' room. A small 
window brought in a bit of light. Opposite the window stood a 
structure the size of a bed, built with bricks and covered in ce-
ment. It looked like a grave. Drained and exhausted, I walked over 
and sat down.

I wondered, “Is this really the new life I am going to have? What 
will happen to me? What will happen to the dreams I had and 
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lived my whole life nourishing and making decisions based on?” 
I was just a kid. I went to school, and I was one of the best, hav-
ing the best grades, and seeing how happy my parents were all 
the time I came home with an A or was the first one in my class. I 
longed for it. I believed my value depended on how well I per-
formed in that system. I was convinced this was the only way my 
life would have meaning. But what now?

I had lost the person I wanted to become. The one I worked so 
hard to meet one day. The dream me. Growing up, my parents had 
good businesses. We were not very rich, but we had way more 
than we needed, and we lived very comfortably. I always looked 
forward to the person I would become. That person was always 
centered around getting a degree and being married at 23 so I 
could have a child before I hit 25. This is what we were taught 
success looked like. It seemed that our families and societies 
would only be proud if we went that same road.

When this dream didn’t seem possible anymore, I felt empty, 
lonely, and useless. I couldn’t picture a future for myself. I was 
stuck, locked up in a place where I didn’t know if I wanted my 
past life back, didn’t understand what my present life was and 
what it needed from me, and couldn’t think of any possible future. 
I was stuck not looking back, not standing strong, and not moving 
either. No one had prepared me for this kind of break. I had only 
been prepared to follow a path, not to build one. And this was 
weighing so much on me 

But in the midst of all this confusion, I still had to survive. So I 
did a lot of jobs for survival; it felt empty, with no passion and 
no love, and all along my heart longed for more. I was not taught 
how to dream. I was only trained to desire a life already designed 
for me. 

But throughout my time getting jobs here and there, I fell into one 
that would change my life. I became a surveyor and was collect-
ing information from people in the settlement community about 
livelihood, and the reality on the ground hit me: there were people 
who had many more challenges than we could see from our end 
of the camp. I saw people who suffered much more than I, people 

who needed help much more than I, and people who were braver 
than I. The unspoken challenges in the midst of the community 
were rampant but mostly unnoticed. 

This experience led me to rethink my life, consider the opportu-
nities I still had, and find a meaningful objective to pursue in life 
that did not only involve mine and my family’s survival. I turned 
my gaze to what was around me. I started asking myself questions 
and asked other people, for example, what kind of work can truly 
transform our community from within? How can I be of help? 
And these questions eventually led me to discovering different 
Ecoversities, people and projects that are doing and unlearning in 
ways that gave me a new possibility. This journey led me to dis-
cover permaculture. I wasn’t weak; I was just not taught to use my 
gifts. I listened so much to what they had set in me and what the 
people expected from me depending on this system that I didn't 
see deep inside who I really was and what I was capable of.

At first, I thought I was going to learn farming and adapt it to my 
community to help others and feel better about myself, but later 
I realized I was being introduced to a whole new world, a world 
that was hidden right under our noses, a world that many didn’t 
realize was there. It wasn’t just about soil and seeds; it was about 
healing, systems thinking, peace, having a voice, being who we 
truly are, and reclaiming the wisdom we were taught to forget. I 
discovered how strong communities could be and how together 
people could break barriers that seem unbreakable. I met people 
who were bold enough to question the system and even bolder to 
create solutions for themselves. I discovered unschooling, home-
schooling, practical university, ecovillages, and all these forms of 
education I never knew existed. 

My favorite memory is when I was in the Capra course together 
with Morag Gamble and our cohort of permayouth and the guest 
was Manish Jain who talked to us about Ecoversities and this was 
my first time realising there were other systems of education out 
there. I clearly remember being really moved and happy that day 
as I was seated on a mat in our sitting room with my old phone in 
my hands trying to catch the right light. Morag introduced us to 
other thinkers like : 



157 158

Satish Kumar of the Schumacher college, he talked about ecolog-
ical harmony, peace and spiritual fulfilment, or else the soil, soul 
and society, he emphasises that for a harmonious life with oneself 
and the whole world each individual needs to cultivate these 3 
elements.

Jeremy Lent, whose work focuses on integrating insights from 
modern science like complexity science and neuroscience with 
traditional wisdom like buddhism and indigenous cultures to pro-
pose a new and connected worldview that could lead to a sustain-
able and flourishing future for humanity. 

Fritjof Capra argued that the reality of modern science, where 
everything is fundamentally interconnected and part of a living, 
self-organizing system, is much like ancient spiritual traditions 
suggest.  The system view of life suggests seeing the world from 
one cell to the whole planet as one system rather than different 
separate ones.

And Nora Bateson, among other activists and permaactivists, 
through her warm data conversations, discusses how different 
parts of life, such as economy, spirituality, health, ecology, and 
others, all work hand in hand and influence one another.
 While they all do not talk about education specifically, I learned 
much from each of them. 

This was my path too. I started reinventing, reimagining, and 
rethinking what kind of future I would want to have, and at this 
point I knew it was not the same as I was dreaming before, and I 
didn’t do this alone; I had communities of people close to me and 
globally, my family and friends too played a big role.

I was no longer dreaming of success within the system; I was 
dreaming of a life beyond it, the real success, the one that is not 
centered on just one person’s gain but a collective gain.

This new world opened doors I thought were long closed, with 
me not having a degree or a diploma. This brought me to stand up 
and speak in front of those people with degrees and diplomas and 
have them listen to me whenever I stand in front of a classroom to 

teach, present, or simply share my views. Continuously breaking 
the complex of inferiority felt by many people for not having a 
higher degree, a bigger paper, or honorary titles. This world made 
me touch ground that other people weren’t touching.

Education is the biggest responsibility we are given from a young 
age. It is said to be the only road to success, but is it?

Are we being educated to serve life or to serve systems?
What if our success was measured by how well we cared, not how 
well we competed?

I look at the children in our communities; they are bright, creative, 
full of questions, full of smiles, full of games, full of life, ready to 
learn, and I wonder how many will lose themselves just to fit in?

Weaving Worlds with Priya and Victo-
ria
	 My passion and commitment to creating a different world 
for my community as well as learning from and contributing to 
the global understanding of shifting the world led me to be part 
of the Writing Fellowship in 2025. Within this context I was able 
to speak to Priya and Victoria, both of whom are actively also 
trying to live and practice a decolonial education and framework. 
Furthermore I was able to be with a cohort of writers all over the 
world with whom I felt so much connection; though in different 
continents with different experiences our worldviews always came 
similar, complementary and connected.

Decolonizing Yoga with Priya
	 Priya is a woman, a mother, and a lifelong learner in south 
India who practices yoga and Ayurveda with a deep respect for 
their traditions while adapting them to the needs of today. She has 
over 24 years of experience, and her journey started from her own 
pain, a chronic wheezing that modern medicine couldn’t fix. She 
found help only when she went to an Ayurvedic hospital. These 
hospitals focus on healing the whole person with natural remedies, 
changes in diet, and lifestyle practices. They don’t just treat symp-
toms, as is what most modern medicine concentrates on, they look 
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for the root cause of the diseases. Her experience made her aware 
that unhealed pain can sometimes be exploited by profit-driven 
industries, which is the case for so many people. This experience 
changed her understanding and also her whole way of seeing life.

During our conversation, I couldn’t help but notice how much of 
a fighter this woman is. Throughout her journey, whether it was 
when she had questions, challenges, or confusions, she always 
went heads-on forward and acted to get a breakthrough. From 
where she started questioning education at the age of 20 in the 
1990s, which led her to dropping out of university, which led her 
to having problems with family, community and pretty much ev-
eryone who didn’t understand why she chose to quit, to where she 
is today. In either her professional or personal life, like the disease 
she caught, she always had determination that kept her going, 
making the choices, asking the hard questions, and eventually 
thriving for the solutions, and I admired her for this. Even when 
everyone thinks you are wrong, keep going; you might discover 
something they all don’t know yet.

Priya now leads healing sessions for individuals and groups. She 
mixes traditional Indian yoga therapy, Ayurveda, and intuitive life 
coaching. Her work is joyful, personal, and alive, connecting old 
wisdom with modern healing. One of her most popular workshops 
is named Panchabhutas and You.

Her story began when she went to university to study literature. 
But she quickly realized the education system didn’t answer the 
big questions she had inside. She spent hours in the library read-
ing many books, especially by Indian writers who told different 
stories from what was taught in class. She saw that the truth de-
pends on who told it. The more she read, the more she wondered 
about who she was, why education was like this, and what life was 
really about. But the university pushed her to just do assignments 
and exams, not to really understand. This made the empty feeling 
inside her grow bigger. So, she made a hard choice: she quit and 
started looking for answers in other places.

As the eldest daughter of a single mother, everyone expected Priya 
to finish university and get a government job, because that’s what 

success meant to them. Some friends and family were disappoint-
ed. Others stayed close but told her she was making a mistake and 
should go back to school. She didn’t know where she was going, 
but she knew staying in university wasn’t going to provide her 
with the answers she longed for. This change wasn’t easy, just like 
it wouldn’t be for many people, though my decolonizing started 
after I was forcefully removed from my roots. She chose this path, 
and this only amplifies how determined she was and how hard 
of a decision this was, especially 25 years ago. As a first born 
myself in a big family i can relate the many different emotions 
of the people in her family and community during this period, all 
the hopes they had in her must have diminished, all the trust and 
investments they put in her must have felt like a loss but one thing 
she told me is that during this particular time where everyone was 
disappointed in her, her mother who was also a teacher at a sec-
ondary school did not leave her side, and even though she really 
didn’t understand her daughter fully, she still supported her the 
best she could and this reminded me of my wonderful, amazing 
and loving parents who have supported me throughout my journey 
from the smallest to the biggest events in my life.  

Priya took small jobs, read a lot, and watched how the world was 
changing fast. Then, a friend invited her to join an environmental 
club. This was a big turning point. She met many others like her, 
more young people who left school to find different paths. They 
introduced her to teachers and thinkers, including Manish Jain. 
Around age 19 or 20, Priya finally felt like she was on the right 
path, though everything wasn’t clear yet, but with these people she 
felt more whole, like a part of something bigger than herself. She 
didn’t need to put so much pressure on herself. She learned while 
doing and had conversations with other intellectuals about any 
questions she had, and this felt more like what she longed for in 
that university all the time. She was finding her way even if others 
didn’t see it. Her mother, on the other hand, didn't understand at 
first but then began to support her. “My mother always rooted for 
me, even when I did something unthinkable like dropping out of 
the university while she was doing all her best to see me gradu-
ate.” 



161 162

This is when Priya’s real decolonization started, not only by 
learning ideas and centuries-old theories but also by living a life 
of surrender to the earth and seeing herself as part of something 
bigger than just competition or being alone. 
She wrote a thesis called “What does Indianism mean?” and 
joined many movements fighting for climate, against GMO seeds, 
and to save old plant varieties. Working with different groups 
helped her understand the big challenges and what communities 
need. 

She continued to read books that mattered to educate herself, in-
cluding Mahatma Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, a book he wrote in 1909. 
It talks about his vision of true independence for India. He argues 
that Western civilization, with its focus on materialism, machines, 
and endless desire, is harmful and should not be blindly copied. 
For Gandhi, swaraj, which translates to self-rule, means more 
than just driving out the British; it also means self-control, ethical 
living, and building a society based on nonviolence, simplicity, 
and village self-sufficiency. He criticizes modern professions like 
doctors and lawyers for making people dependent and insists that 
real freedom can only be achieved through nonviolent resistance 
and moral strength, not violence. Actually this book explains 
better what this article is all about for the people of Congo – de-
colonization is a process of the people redefining their way of life 
in all aspects without the pressure of other civilizations. It is an 
awakening.

And she also read Nai Talim which was Gandhi’s idea of “New 
Education.” He believed children should learn through hands-on 
work, in their own languages, and connected to their communi-
ty. The aim was not just to pass exams but to build self-reliance, 
practical skills, good values, and balanced growth of body, mind, 
and spirit… These discoveries made her understand more why 
she couldn't sit still in those classrooms and be fulfilled with just 
whatever was being served. She became more aware of the chal-
lenges in the education system, and for 5 years she advocated for a 
more open education system. 

After she got sick with a condition modern medicine couldn’t fix, 
she found healing through native medicines and traditional yoga. 

Yoga’s real purpose, she learned, is to train the body, mind, and 
breath together to bring balance and health.

Now, Priya’s work centers mainly on traditional Indian yoga 
therapy mixed with Ayurveda and life coaching. She helps people 
with problems like anxiety, depression, back pain, and menstru-
al pain, many of which are caused by today’s stressful, fast life, 
where people keep chasing goals and forget to rest or listen to 
their bodies.

She teaches people to slow down, reconnect, and heal in body, 
mind, and spirit. Yoga, as she practices it, is not just exercise. It is 
about balancing the whole person and bringing harmony between 
ourselves and the world. She takes it from the colonized, corrupt-
ed form that stripped it of its true meaning and brings it back to its 
original form thus decolonizing it from the colonized form it has 
been given by the industry of yoga. 

In her sessions, she helps people ask the most important question: 
Who am I? Why am I here? These questions open the way to deep 
healing and finding your true self beyond all the noise and pres-
sure of life.

This kind of healing is not just important for the individual but for 
all of us. Our world is shaped by history and systems that separate 
body from mind and disconnect us from nature and each other. 
Priya’s work brings back the idea that health and life are connect-
ed and whole.

By bringing back old knowledge and reminding us how every-
thing is linked, it is a powerful way to make ourselves whole 
in a world that often breaks us apart into fragmented lives. Par-
ticularly in a community like mine with people who have been 
forcefully removed from their ancestral knowledge, their lands, 
and even their families. Remembering our lives and bringing back 
our knowledge shall help us reclaim our identities, and better 
yet, sharing this knowledge would bring us to becoming stronger 
through complementarity than division, which makes us weaker. 
Reflecting back on my learning from Fritjof Capra and Jeremy 
Lent, the world is one interconnected system, and it is only by us 
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accepting this and coming together that we can achieve greatness. 
At our community learning center we are developing a course 
of knowledge sharing at all levels, from different nationalities, 
mothers to daughters, healing practices, cooking methods, story-
telling… because we believe there is too much hidden knowledge 
among us that shouldn’t die but deserves to be given to the next 
generation.

Priya is also a learning activist. She wrote a poetry book that is 
on Amazon. In her poems, she asks us to question the stories we 
have been told and find new ways to understand ourselves and our 
place in the world.

Priya’s work is a strong form of decolonizing. She takes back 
yoga from the Western capitalist versions that often turn it into 
just exercise or business and brings it back to its true roots: trans-
formation, awareness, and freedom not just for one person but for 
whole communities. 

This form of colonization has not only happened for Yoga, but 
many of our ancestral knowledges, practices, foods, and ways of 
life have been stolen, emptied of their depth, meaning, and integri-
ty, separated from their original purpose in human lives, and trans-
formed into something merely beautiful to increase income for the 
capitalists but with not an ounce of essence inside. Priya’s decolo-
nizing Yoga calls on all of us to take back what is ours, own it, be 
proud of it and bring it back to its original purpose. Our ancestral 
knowledges connected us to the earth, the land, the wisdom, to 
each other and all that surrounds us, It is what has shaped us into 
the beings we are now.

Our food was meant to build and heal us, not to get us sick. 
Our ways of life were rooted in communities, love, and compas-
sion, not selfishness. 
Our knowledge was meant to liberate us, not to chain us into sys-
tems of profit.
Our rituals were meant to connect us, not to be sold as perfor-
mances.
Our plants were meant to heal us, not to be patented, extracted, 
and driven toward disappearance.

Our stories were meant to guide us, not to be silenced or rewritten.
Our clothes were meant to express identity, not to follow fleeting 
trends.
Our songs were meant to carry memory and spirit, not to be re-
duced to entertainment.
Our relationships were meant to hold care and responsibility, not 
competition.

The Story of UMA and Victoria
	 The second person I had the chance to speak with is Victo-
ria, who inspired me to see how many great things we can accom-
plish just by taking action to respond to a gap. Victoria did not 
talk much; she did not want to speak a lot, but she acted more. She 
gave the world a different point of view, a different option, and 
showed many of us how this is possible; the concrete creation she 
has put together is enough to influence change and decision-mak-
ing. Her story is one of strength and action; she directly says, “If 
you want to see it, do it.”

About twenty years ago, Victoria and a group of her friends were 
searching for a university where they could learn about both social 
and environmental change, not just one or the other, but some-
thing that connected the two in a real way. To their surprise, they 
found that no such university existed anywhere in the Americas. 
There were schools for environmental studies and others for social 
sciences, but none that brought them together. They were confi-
dent that it was important.  Instead of waiting for someone else 
to do it, they decided to create it themselves so that young people 
could study in a place that prepared them to transform their com-
munities. What began as a response to a missing piece has now 
grown into a living experiment in education that is still thriving 
today, and honestly, it is exactly the kind of education the world 
needs now.

The philosophy of UMA is simple but transformative: learning is 
not just about acquiring information but about deep transforma-
tion. It is about creating communities of practice where people 
who want to change the world come together, share experiences, 
learn from each other, and act. Students at UMA are not seen as 
passive receivers of knowledge; they are project-makers, research-

https://www.amazon.in/dp/9357694048?ref_=cm_sw_r_apan_dp_TG5CY7KG3DZNGBR5W43S
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ers, and active community members from the very beginning.
They stand for an education that I root for. An education that is 
not about receiving knowledge only but about truly learning and 
understanding the many challenges that communities around the 
world are facing and then sitting together to develop possible 
solutions to these problems. An education where research does 
not remain abstract, nor stay locked away in books or hidden in 
academic reports. Education that involves real-life challenges and 
findings that encourage growth into new tangible ventures. An ed-
ucation where knowledge is not just carried heavily in the brains 
of students until a graduation. 

Instead, students fall in love with what they are learning, knowing 
that their work is not just for a certificate or a graduation cere-
mony, but for life itself. Their projects, their studies, and their 
research are acts of service, solutions for real people who are 
struggling with real problems. And this is what makes UMA’s phi-
losophy so powerful: it gives back meaning to education by mak-
ing it about action, transformation, and community, rather than 
about exams or titles. And you can imagine how amazed i was to 
hear this because i have been struggling to be a part of this kind 
of education, knowing it is what many students need around the 
world and having had no idea it was already happening for years.

What I loved most about UMA’s model is how it doesn’t necessar-
ily need to separate “university life” from “professional life.” Stu-
dents design projects, run experiments, and join local and global 
communities of practice while they study. They don’t have to wait 
for the “real world” after graduation; they are already in it. This 
is important because so many young people graduate today only 
to face the heartbreak of joblessness. They apply for jobs and are 
asked for experience they never had a chance to get while carrying 
debts from years of study. UMA changes that story: its students 
leave with experience already in hand and often with projects that 
grow into real work.

UMA’s approach is entirely interdisciplinary: students are not 
trapped inside narrow academic fields, forced to only think in the 
lines of one subject or discipline. Instead, they are encouraged to 
connect across different areas of knowledge, because the prob-

lems we face in the world are not separated neatly into categories. 
A challenge like climate change, for example, is not only about 
science; it is also about economics, culture, history, politics, and 
community life. Poverty is not just a “social problem”; it is tied 
to health, education, environment, and governance. By bringing 
students to cross these boundaries, UMA teaches them to see the 
whole picture, not just one piece of it. It gives them the freedom to 
combine tools and ideas from many directions and to create solu-
tions that are more realistic, more holistic, and more deeply rooted 
in the complexity of real life.

UMA’s approach is also personal: education at UMA is not just 
about filling your head with knowledge or preparing you to tick 
boxes for a job. It is linked to inner growth, to discovering your 
purpose, and to building character as well as skills. This means 
students are guided to ask themselves not only “what do I want to 
do?” but also “why do I want to do it?” and “who do I want to be-
come in the process?” Because UMA believes that true education 
should transform the whole person, not just the career path. When 
students connect their learning to their values and to the change 
they want to bring into the world, their studies stop being a burden 
or a race for grades; they become a journey of meaning. And this 
mix of the practical and the personal is what makes UMA unique: 
it produces not only professionals with knowledge but also human 
beings with courage, empathy, and purpose, ready to face the chal-
lenges of the world with both skill and heart.

How Does UMA Achieve This 
	 Throughout the conversation I learned that though UMA 
was radically teaching, it still operated within the larger system, a 
laudable and impressive feat. They offer bachelors and masters de-
grees. The bachelor’s degree at UMA is fully residential, attracting 
about 80% of its students from other regions while 20% are local, 
forming a diverse and vibrant learning community. These younger 
learners step into an environment where education goes beyond 
books and lectures to help them discover what it means to be a 
social and environmental activist, a project leader, or a community 
coordinator. From the very beginning, students are introduced not 
only to theory but to hands-on practice through direct participation 
in local projects around the university. Among these are several 
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agroecological initiatives one in particular focuses on building a 
network of farmers and agricultural producers transitioning from 
chemical-based agriculture to organic and agroecological systems. 
The goal is to help farmers learn from one another, improve their 
practices, and connect with their target consumers, while students 
gain experience by engaging in every part of the process. 

Other practical learning opportunities that they are exposed to 
include an architectural farm that focuses on sustainable building, 
where students participate in co-designing structures with commu-
nities, as well as Ecotrees projects in rural and urban areas, eco-
logical hotels, and ecotourism-driven projects. UMA also has an 
environmental law firm that assists with governmental processes, 
allowing students to understand the legal and policy dimensions of 
environmental work. In their third year, students go out to partic-
ipate in projects across the Americas, most of which are through 
the Ecoversities Network Project, choosing specific initiatives that 
align with their passions and career goals. By the fourth year, they 
begin designing and implementing their own projects, applying all 
that they have learned throughout their studies. These projects can 
be implemented locally or elsewhere on the continent, and stu-
dents are given three months to deliver concrete results as part of 
their graduation work.

The five students who graduated last December demonstrated the 
program’s impact through their unique final projects. The first one 
developed a sustainable bread production initiative; the second 
promoted urban beekeeping and pollination awareness in south-
ern Mexico; the third created sports clubs that combine physical 
health, social skills, peacebuilding, and environmental awareness; 
the fourth launched a consultancy to help young people develop 
social and environmental startups; and the last became a facilitator 
in a prototype sustainable energy project combining solar panels 
with sustainable food production through community co-design. 
These examples show how UMA’s bachelor’s degree empowers 
students to translate learning into meaningful action, grounded in 
sustainability and collaboration.

UMA also offers master’s programs that have attracted profes-
sionals from Mexico and across Latin America who are already 

leading social and environmental projects and wish to expand 
their capacity to create change. What makes this program unique 
is its semi-residential format: instead of pulling students away 
from their communities for years, UMA invites them to attend 
five-day workshops every five weeks. This structure allows them 
to stay rooted in their realities, continue their fieldwork, and bring 
real-time challenges into the classroom. The result is a learning 
environment that comes alive, with current stories, problems, and 
solutions from the field instead of old problems from the books, 
making education both practical and a real-time solution field. 
This model has also made UMA attract learners from beyond the 
region; about 98% of students come from outside the immediate 
area, from the whole of America, though some are proudly local. 
Together, they form a community that bridges academic enrich-
ment and action, reimagining education as a force for transforma-
tion and regeneration.

In this way, education is not delivered to them from above but 
co-developed with the local community, making their learning 
rooted, meaningful, and alive. The idea of the studies being more 
about practice than theories fits well in any kind of educational 
setting, boarding or day school. Education should be about doing, 
and UMA being a part of a large hub of social environmental hubs 
that offer the students the opportunity to learn, practice their find-
ings, get real solutions on the exercises, learn from their mistakes, 
and redo until a fitting solution is found.

After their university time Hon-Pablo and adriana developed their 
own companies just like the rest of the students from UMA.

Hon-Pablo developed a rural waste recycling project, building an 
accessible system where governments had none, and turning it 
into a sustainable business which has offered jobs to many people 
locally and transformed neighborhoods, turning what was once a 
community problem into an opportunity and eventually creating 
jobs. Adriana founded a company producing natural fertilizers, 
helping farmers transition from agrochemicals to agro-ecological 
practices. She now runs a research-based lab and has spent a de-
cade supporting sustainable agriculture. These 2 stories show how 
education at UMA directly turns into livelihoods, professions, and 
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community change. Which is exactly what every country should 
start learning from and developing 

But UMA is not finished. Its leaders believe that the next step in 
education must be learning how to learn together. In an age of po-
larization, building collective intelligence is as important as build-
ing individual expertise. They also see artificial intelligence as a 
tool that must be integrated into education, not as a replacement 
but as an amplifier. And they dream of opening more bachelor’s 
degrees to connect more young people to communities of practice 
rooted in social and environmental aims.

In the global context, UMA’s projects may seem like small bub-
bles. But they are bubbles of coherence experimenting, learning, 
and growing. If more of these bubbles expand and connect, they 
could reshape the way education serves society. Yet UMA insists 
on one thing: education must never become dogmatic or authori-
tarian. It must stay alive, questioning itself, and learning from its 
own practice.

Decolonizing My Education: My Own 
Ecoversity in the Making and What I’ve 
(un)Learned Along The Way
	 In 2021, after trying many small jobs and searching for a 
new passion, trying to give purpose to my life again. I got intro-
duced to permaculture while volunteering in a local CBO. I took 
an online course and was soon offered the opportunity to become 
an assistant teacher, more like an apprentice trainer. I began 
traveling around Uganda, teaching about permaculture in differ-
ent regions. I taught classes where I was the youngest person, I 
taught peers, and I taught children. Along the way, I learned from 
people of different cultures, tribes, and ethnicities, and I was lucky 
to have a loving and passionate mentor Morag Gamble who still 
supports us in many of our projects and is a mentor to many. This 
experience opened my eyes to how much knowledge and how 
many resources existed outside of the school bench, and I could 
grab it all simply through observations, reading, conversations, 
and being open to learning and practicing.
My journey came to a halt when the lockdown started, and I had 

to return home. I first got a job, but it didn’t allow me to use all 
the knowledge I had gained. So, together with other young people 
who also wanted to see positive change in the lives of refugees 
in our camp, we formed a community-based organization that I 
called FOLONA or (FOr the LOve of NAture). As the leader, I 
had to learn more to be able to support everyone. I informed my-
self through books, videos, and interviews about different topics 
and projects that could bring about change. I became deeply in-
spired by the golden idea that everything in nature is circular: each 
element plays its part, yet all work toward the same goal.

I started designing small courses for students in schools and 
for adults in the community. I took business and management 
courses, studied human nutrition, and earned a diploma in food 
and nutrition in humanitarian emergencies. Also, I became part 
of Full Circle Learning, an organization whose main goal is to 
improve children’s education by helping them grow into compas-
sionate leaders, heroes, and community activists, and many more. 
Through all these experiences, my understanding of education and 
community work expanded beyond the classroom into real-life 
action.

Right now, we are in the process of building a community learning 
center that will become our base. Until now, we have been vis-
iting villages and sharing what we had, but this space will allow 
us to create something more lasting. It will host many activities; 
we want to upgrade the women empowerment program where 
women will be the teachers, sharing their knowledge, learning, 
and training younger generations. We believe there are so many 
skills and so much wisdom within our community that need to be 
shared by all people who are able, and we see great potential in 
our people. The center will include a demonstration food forest, 
market garden, community kitchen, seed bank, meeting spaces, 
and a children’s area for learning and play. We also hope to create 
a day school in nature for children who cannot access schools. 
More than anything, we want everyone in our community to feel 
welcomed, involved, and part of this journey so we can grow and 
transform together. This will follow an example of an Ecoversity 
focused on empowerment, local economies, education, nature and 
collaboration.
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Me standing in front of the future community learning center

I grew from being scared of having no future ahead to actually 
building one for myself and to helping others build theirs, from 
regretting all the efforts I had put in my life and being lost and 
broken to actually being a role model and an inspiration for some. 
Now I am living a well-aware present with knowledge that will 
never be of no use no matter where I go because this knowledge 
is rooted in life, not just in school. I am living a life not only for 
myself but also for the hundreds or thousands of people I meet 
and talk with, the people I train, the people who follow in my 
footsteps, and the children who want to grow and be big not for 
themselves but for their communities.

Today, I host monthly sessions for women’s empowerment, chil-
dren’s workshops, environmental projects, food-growing initia-
tives, community conversations, art projects, songs… projects that 
I would have never thought of accomplishing following the formal 
education model. 

The monthly women's circles are all about connecting women for 
empowerment and knowledge sharing. They are safe spaces for 
women to share any challenges they face, their traumas, and their 
experiences. We pair these sessions with different topics includ-
ing about women's reproductive health, periods, passions, some 
taboos, professional lives before motherhood, having dreams, 
financial sustainability, and motherhood. Furthermore, we have 
a team that makes pads that we also donate to the community. 
Women from age 13 and beyond join in the conversation weaving 
an intergenerational dialogue. 

The children’s workshops are done in different schools that we 
visit. We do sessions around gardening, cooking, nutrition, games, 
art, peace-building, community support, habits of hearts (good 
habits). On my first day of teaching permaculture alone, I invited 
a few of my close friends who helped me with the kids. We had 
a session with 22 children from 4 to 14 years old about why trees 
are important, why we need them, how to plant trees and more. 
This was accompanied by a coloring session in a small book that I 
had designed beforehand. The overall objective of these children’s 
workshops is to build in the younger generations a sense of re-
sponsibility to consider the problems in their communities and in 
the world and to know that they also have the power to influence 
their surroundings and induce change. 

Our first children’s workshop where the children were coloring in the books

I can remember being very worried that day, I woke up at 5 AM, 
to cross-check everything, the session started at 9:00. 4 of my 
friends were there, 2 girls and 2 boys. One of them had done the 
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book design. We didn’t have enough colored pencils for every-
one, so we had to put them on a chair in the middle, and each one 
could access them. Then we played games, played together, and 
ate before heading back home. On this day I learned a lot, espe-
cially that we do not need to have everything to start something; 
confidence, knowledge, experience, and others will come along 
the way. Start small and grow along the way. 

Environmental projects and food growing are all in permaculture, 
agroecology, kitchen garden and tree planting initiatives that we 
have started. We have been able to plant over 8000 trees and are 
excited to plant more 7000 within the next 2 seasons in 15 differ-
ent villages, our tree planting sessions always include various con-
versations like the importance of trees in gardens, in a village and 
in the world, we talk about climate change, agroforestry, building 
an orchard among others, this brings the participants to plant trees 
not just for food but with passion of being a part of something 
bigger. 

Our first Permaculture Design Course day

Lastly, arts have been done by teens who get paid for their work 
and this helps them support their families. I have been a part of 
writing a few articles, sharing local stories, singing and supporting 
the making of some permaculture songs, which was also anoth-
er thing I was very bad at but that I gained a lot of confidence to 
achieve. 

Because of my experience with FOLONA, I have represented 
refugees at an international permaculture event, and I continue 
to grow, learn, fail, and persevere. I am proud of the journey I 

chose; the patterns of ups and downs, knowing that each action I 
take is not just for me but could support a whole community, keep 
me alive, and keep me daring. I wouldn’t trade it even if I were 
offered to restart. It has made me stronger, fearless, and a source 
of motivation for many children, a pillar for my family, and a girl 
who supports her community.

Conclusion
	 Once we understand that decolonization, in its simplest 
form, begins when we stop and look back at the systems that have 
shaped us or limited us, we can wear the bravery of imagining 
and acting towards a different face to the world. It starts when 
we question the forms of government that oppress, the education 
systems that benefit only a few, and the ways we have been taught 
to see ourselves and others. Decolonization invites us to redesign 
and rebuild systems that serve everyone, protect human digni-
ty, and value compassion, while also understanding that some 
parts of who we are were inherited and not deliberately chosen. 
That our privileges should not be a weapon of oppression against 
others and for the oppressed to use reason and humanity to re-
claim dignity and not to fall into the same circle of wounds and 
blood. Decolonization may seem like a big term, but we can live 
it in our day-to-day life, in the small conversations we have with 
friends, family, and coworkers; in the little advice we give to the 
children to build the next generation; on our social media; in our 
ways of leading; and so on. As priya’s story suggested, every part 
of the system needs to be rechecked and redesigned, whether it is 
food, games, education, spirituality, religion, healing systems, our 
movements, or the way we respond to big changes and inequali-
ties. It all needs to be decolonized.

“We are creating a generation of workers, not thinkers.” 
— J. D. Rockefeller

This quote from one of the fathers of education is a reminder for 
us to reflect on how our education systems were designed not to 
build critical thinkers or problem solvers, but to produce obedient 
workers. Today, new models like UMA University are offering a 
different path, one that puts people, creativity, and real learning at 
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the center. They show us that education can be a tool for liberation 
rather than control, as what Ecoversities are aiming to do around 
the world.

It was my mentor Morag who shared with me on LinkedIn about 
this writing fellowship. I was a bit scared because I am no profes-
sional writer; truthfully, I didn’t have as much trust in myself that 
I could do this, but she believed in me, and I decided to also give 
it a try. The day I was selected, I couldn't believe it. I remember 
running to my brother and my mom, who were having a conver-
sation in the sitting room, and just hitting them with the news: 
“you will not believe what I am about to tell you; I got selected 
for a writing fellowship.” My brother was so happy he just gave 
me a hug, pulled me up, and started turning with me in his arms. 
He's my little brother, but he’s gotten bigger and stronger. Then 
he asked me, “What are you going to write about?” to which I 
replied, "I don't know, maybe something about my journey and 
experience.” Everyone was happy when I went and texted Morag, 
“Mom, Mom, I made it. I was selected to write in the Ecoversities 
fellowship.” A short moment later I got a reply “Yaiii,  I knew you 
could make it. Congratulations, I can't wait to read your article.”

I met the other fellows, Vanessa | Vespera and Manish. It was 
designed in a way that allows all of us to share our very different 
experiences from our very different backgrounds with each other, 
bringing them together and creating a beautiful thing. I remember 
writing poems together, getting inspired by each other's words. 
In these moments, our backgrounds, qualifications, and papers 
did not matter; we were just souls writing to each other, finding 
common ground and common stories, and connecting on a deeper 
level. I liked that we all learned from each other and gave each 
other feedback, compliments, and support. It was in no way a 
competition but completely a collaboration, and I am sure each 
one of us got to learn from others. This will help me shape my 
teaching more, especially through collaboration, a circular kind of 
education where each one is able to support one another without 
any kind of complex. 

After walking through the stories shared in this piece, from mine 
through my decolonizing journey, to Priya’s with YOGA, to 

Victoria’s through UMA, we can’t help but realize that the biggest 
pride of our generation is that young people are waking up to the 
reality and are ready to act and influence change, and formations 
like the Ecoversities Alliance and more are here to support us. 

Throughout the journey of writing this article, I have gotten to dis-
cover a lot that has been happening around the world, and maybe 
it would be a full book if I decided to write everything I learned 
about decolonizing decolonization and decolonizing education, 
but still a few questions still linger in my brain that I am going to 
let you think about too: 

What would the world be like if we chose development that 
benefited the earth, the soul and the body rather than feeding our 
egoistic body itself ?

Now that we know this much, how else can we help in our own 
unique ways to decolonize and give a chance to the coming gener-
ation? Remember, even the smallest possible effort are better than 
none.

What kind of negative effects could this kind of education bring 
to our society? How can we make sure they do not happen? What 
might our communities become if every child, youth, and adult 
were supported to develop their talents to the fullest?

Perhaps in asking these questions, we begin to imagine what 
humanity could become. Maybe decolonization starts right here in 
our willingness to question, to dream, and to rebuild a world that 
heals instead of harms.
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Rolande is a regenerative 

educator and community organ-
izer from the Nakivale Refugee 
Settlement. She is a student of the 
Permaculture Education Institute 
and is currently leading the devel-
opment of  For the Love of Nature 
(FOLONA), a community-based 
organization in the form of an 
ecoversity in the making. Cur-
rently constructing a community 
learning center where women 
and youth engage in hands-on 
learning about permaculture, 
ecological restoration, and regen-
erative livelihoods, transforming 
local knowledge and care for the 
earth into pathways for resilience 
and self-reliance. It is a space 
where learning is rooted in lived 
experience, creativity, and col-
lective growth. Through this work, 
Rolande envisions a future where 
refugee communities become 
self-reliant.

Appendix
Links and Contacts for Each Section

Forestversities
Chief Ninawa- University of the Amazon: https://www.instagram.
com/caciqueninawahunikui?igsh=MTNqNWU0Y3l6bXp4cA==

Maruvan Foundation: https://www.maruvan.in/about

Gurukula Botanical Sanctuary: https://www.gbsanctuary.org/

Sara MacFarland: https://www.saramcfarland.com/ 

Starter Culture: https://starterculture.net/ 

Riververisites
Mystic River Ecoversity 
Learn more about Gopalakrishna’s work at the Mystic River 
Ecoversity and the Ganga Pada Yatra here: https://ecoversities.org/
mystic-river-ecoversity-india/  

Pasos De Agua 
Watch a short video on the Pasos de Agua project: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=j8q6ucUATkc   

Mission Saligram 
Find out more about Ram’s work at Mission Saligram and the 
Royal Beach Camp: https://www.royalbeachnepal.com/ 
Follow Royal Beach Camp on instagram: https://www.instagram.
com/royalbeachcamp/ 

https://www.instagram.com/caciqueninawahunikui?igsh=MTNqNWU0Y3l6bXp4cA==
https://www.instagram.com/caciqueninawahunikui?igsh=MTNqNWU0Y3l6bXp4cA==
https://www.maruvan.in/about
https://www.gbsanctuary.org/
https://www.saramcfarland.com/ 
 https://starterculture.net/ 
 https://ecoversities.org/mystic-river-ecoversity-india/  
 https://ecoversities.org/mystic-river-ecoversity-india/  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j8q6ucUATkc   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j8q6ucUATkc   
https://www.royalbeachnepal.com/ 
https://www.instagram.com/royalbeachcamp/ 
https://www.instagram.com/royalbeachcamp/ 
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Farmversities
Karan Singh - Swaraj Farmversity  
Website- www.farmversities.org/jhadol-farmversity

Linda Kabaira - SCOPE Zimbabwe & Ecovillage @Chitubu
Website- www.scopezimbabwe.org

Alessandra Pomarico - Free Home University
Website - https://fhu.art

Mensversities
Pat McCabe
Personal website: https://www.patmccabe.net/ 

Arnold Okkers 
Usiko’s website: https://usiko.org.za/ 

Jaikanth Chinnathambi 
Personal website: https://jaikanth.com/ 
Infinite engineers: https://infiniteengineers.in/

Silvana Rigobon 
Personal website: https://www.silvanarigobon.com/about 

Sacredversities
Learn Ase Ire Website: https://learn.aseire.com/ 
African and Diasporic Religious Studies Association https://adrsa.
org/
Nonhlanhla Moroenyane “Noni’s” WhatsApp:  +27 73654 5135 

Engaging AI
Stephanie Knox Steiner - University for Peace, Costa Rica 
Website - https://upeace.org/fr/ 
-> MA in Peace Education : https://upeace.org/fr/peace-education/
Find our more about Stephanie’s work: https://humansofpeaceedu-
cation.org/people/entry/228/

Wakanyi Hoffman - Inclusive AI Lab - UTRECH University 
Website AI Lab: https://inclusiveailab.org/ 
Website University: https://www.uu.nl/en
Find our more about her work: https://www.africanfolktalesproj-
ect.com/ 

Revaluing Value

Michelle Pressend’s WhatsApp +27 82564 1581
ALC Mosaic: https://www.alcmosaic.org/people

Decolonizing My Education
Priya : +919444405466 
Book: https://www.amazon.in/dp/9357694048?ref_=cm_sw_r_
apan_dp_TG5CY7KG3DZNGBR5W43S 

Victoria from UMA: +525551046093

Rolande from FOLONA: +256 788 006229
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